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This study provides insight into the experiences of mobility and migration in contemporary 
South Africa, contributing to a field of literature about multiculturalism and urban public space 
in globalizing cities. It is a study of how the mystique of conviviality configures amongst a 
diverse migrant and mobile population that frequents Bellville’s central business district 
surrounding the train station – an area located approximately 25 kilometers from Cape Town, 
and a prominent destination for informal trading, shop keeping, and other ad hoc livelihoods. 
Understanding the emergence of conviviality and the forms it takes in this particular locality lies 
at the heart of this thesis. I argue that conviviality emerges out of shared understandings of 
Bellville as a zone of mobility, of safety and of livelihood opportunities; and of negotiated 
meanderings within particular spaces of the Bellville central business district. Bellville’s migrant 
networks become convivial when individuals innovatively sidestep away from tensions broiled in 
rhetoric of the “outsider” and instead negotiate space – both physical and social – to derive 
relations that often result in mutual benefits.  
This study also takes into consideration the greater international political and local socio-
economic factors that drive migration, relationships and conviviality, and how they are 
intertwined in the everyday narrative of “insiders” and “outsiders” in Bellville. The Bellville 
central business district demonstrates the realities of interconnected local and global hierarchies 
of citizenship and belonging and how they emerge in a world of accelerated mobility. 
Ethnographic research in Bellville further demonstrates how the emergence of conviviality in 
everyday public life represents a critical field for contemplating contemporary notions of human 
















1. Introduction  
This study takes place in a milieu characterized by human mobility, a global trend that is 
expressed through daily life in South Africa’s urban public spaces. It sets out to examine the 
extent to which conviviality emerges amongst the diverse migrant and mobile population that 
frequents Bellville’s central business district surrounding the train station, an area located 
approximately 25 kilometers from Cape Town. The Bellville train station and central business 
district, which are adjacent to the main Durban Road (see maps below), hosts a large and diverse 
population of both South Africans and foreigners – from countries including Somalia, Ethiopia, 
Ghana, Tanzania, Angola, Mozambique, Kenya, Jordan, Pakistan and Bangladesh amongst 
others – who have migrated to the area seeking work and income generating opportunities, such 
as informal trading, shop keeping, and other ad hoc livelihoods.  
Many migrants have settled in Bellville to avoid negative attitudes and discrimination by 
South Africans in township areas in the aftermath of the 2008 xenophobic outbreaks. Recent 
unrest and violence towards non-nationals thus constitutes the backdrop for research at 
Bellville’s central business district (CBD). While many South Africans who frequent Bellville 
come from the Western Cape Province – including Cape Town and surrounds – there is also a 
significant population of migrants from within South Africa who have moved to Cape Town 
from other provinces such as Gauteng and the Eastern Ca e. Bellville is, therefore, a fitting site 
for this research, as it hosts similarly constituted migrant populations to other areas of Cape 
Town. It is in this context that I question what makes Bellville more accommodating to 
foreigners than other areas, such as townships where many migrants face violent threats, daily 
insecurity and diminishing livelihood opportunities. What makes this particular zone in Bellville, 
and the South Africans that frequent there, different from their counterparts in the townships 
and other areas?  
Embodied in the space of the Bellville CBD is its cumulative socio-economic history, 
influenced in recent years by international migrants, primarily from other African countries, who 
have migrated to Bellville over the past ten years. The social dynamics of Bellville are rooted in 
its diversity of nationalities, interwoven with a new collective narrative of migration now shared 
by the community. The order, routine and seeming stillness amidst chaos in Bellville’s central 
business district symbolize, for me, the nature of a socialized place based on collectivity and 
conviviality, in which meaning and belonging are negotiated on the basis of a fine line of 
tolerance – catalyzed or, perhaps imposed, by necessity. Bellville represents a symbiosis, an urban 
enclave where diverse networks of migrants have come together for business association and 
social cooperation, forming interdependent associations. The social fabric of this community-in-
the-making is formed by an expanding and shared sense of mutual belonging. Furthermore, 
Somalis, who make up the majority of residents in Bellville’s central business district, claim to 
feel safer there than elsewhere, such as in the townships of Cape Town. A sense of hope and 
aspiration pervades, and willingness, in face of need, to break old norms, create new 

















1.1 Mobilities and Social Life in Bellville  
Mobility is definitive of social life in Bellville, rather than exceptional. Mobility is, in the 
words of Adey, “ubiquitous” (2010:1). It is experienced all the time and in many different forms 
such as through transportation, daily routines in an around Bellville and by way of life histories 
that have become characterized by movement. While people move in and out of Bellville, 
services, information, capital and goods too become mobile (Adey, 2010:3). This has created an 
infrastructure of mobility that is characteristic of “spaces of flows” (Adey, 2010:11). Mobility is 
distinctive in Bellville both for those who come and go on a daily basis and for those who are – 
or have become – more or less “regulars” there. Bellville is a place of rapid movement and 
interchange of people, largely propelled by economic activities, daily transportation services and 
a myriad of other ways of getting by. The proximity of the field site to the train station (and 
inclusive of it) is vital to understanding social relations in Bellville as a mobile space. As Frank 
and Stevens note, “Railway stations are characteristic places for close and varied as well as 
anonymous and fleeting encounters” (2007:78). Social relations in places of mobility become 
constituted through various entities, what Latour (cited in Urry, 2008:13) calls “circulating 
entities” that bring about relationality within and between localities at varied distances. A 
community of migrants, local and global nomads so to speak, have culminated in a space that is 
symbolic of movement and transition informed by ideas of being, redefining Bellville in light of 
its multiple connections that cut across space, place and locality.  
Migration to Bellville is often, but not exclusively, a survival response. The need to become 
mobile may be imperative when urban or rural residents endure insecurities that limit their access 
to basic needs through normal channels. As rural sustainable livelihoods become less viable, 
movement into cities becomes the norm. Further, without access to social welfare services, such 
as satisfactory medical and educational services, residents become uncommitted to locality in the 
long-term (Nyamnjoh and Brudvig, 2013). They may respond to emerging insecurities by moving 
more frequently and within short notice, whereby forging tactical alliances becomes due task 
(Murray and Myers 2006:119). Despite family or other emotive commitments to locality, “home” 
becomes an encumbrance when it no longer serves critical needs (Nyamnjoh and Brudvig, 
2013:3). Conviviality emerges through the formation of tactual alliances, as they are often crafted 
out of mutual need – a reciprocity that holds great value in the context of urban anonymity.  
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Figure 4: Map of Train Transit Routes in Cape Town   
 
Source: Metrorail Cape Town 
 
1.2 Theorizing Conviviality: In Attempts to Understand the Convivial   
If a reading of the literature is anything to go by, conviviality rests on the nuances 
inscribed and imbibed in everyday relations – the micro-trends of socialization. The nature of a 
study about conviviality involves a study of society and its interrelations with sociality, diversity 
and social tensions and notions of space, place, citizenship and belonging. It is an investigation 
into styles of relating, of sociability and of how communality emerges from a negotiation of the 
constructive and the destructive. Conviviality may emerge from a resolution of frictions which, 
when turned into meaningful relationships, may actually facilitate mutual interests and mutual 
trust. These themes may emerge through a balance of positive and negative characteristics, 
humor and generosity versus coercion and anger, for example. Conviviality rests upon a 
foundation of neutrality, but is upheld by a brimming of aspirations, potentiality and pride. There 
is a shared imperative for harmony in convivial society. Maintained by a suppression of 
animosity, a convivial society may be seen as comprised of “amiable, intimate sets of 
relationships which carry, as well, a notion of peace and equality” (Overing and Passes, 2000:14). 
Conviviality stresses empowerment for individuals and groups alike, and not the marginalization 
of the one by or for the other. Encouraging a convivial society may involve negotiating between 
different or competing agentive forces (Nyamnjoh, 2002:111).  
Conviviality is also related to the experience of space which is linked to sensory feelings 















of conviviality should be grounded in “having been there” with a consideration of culture as 
performance and habitus. “Culture as performance” implies the notion of culture as constructed 
and enacted through social relationships. It carries a connotation of intentionality and has often 
been linked to the assumption that cultural practices are intrinsically communicative (Harvey, 
1996:31). “Culture as performance” also leads us to consider Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, or the 
embodiment of social norms, understandings and patterns of behaviour in individual actors 
(Hillier and Rooksby, 2005:21). Habitus, which is expressed by the individual as an active and 
contributing member of society, is “constantly subjected to experiences, and therefore, 
constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures” (Hillier and 
Rooksby, 2005:21). Furthermore, habitus is a product and producer of history. It produces 
individual and collective practices that are formed from a history of practices and which in turn 
become a history of practices. Habitus “ensures the active presence of past experiences, which, 
deposit in each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought and action, tend to 
guarantee the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy over time” (Bourdieu, 1990:54).   
Habitus is the product of a history of social interactions, and is, therefore, a critical factor 
in the cognitive and embodied sense of place in Bellville. As an embodiment of history, 
incorporated habitus structures the daily life of those who possess it (Bourdieu, 1990:56; 
Nyamnjoh, 2002:114). We may theorize that the notion of habitus in Bellville is reflective of 
mobility, as experiences of migration and travel influence how individuals negotiate with 
diversity and shared space to inform their daily practices. Habitus is durable in Bellville but not 
immutable, influenced by a “field” of social space in which cultural performance takes place. It 
is, therefore, critical in an analysis of conviviality in Bellville, as it informs the extent to which 
individuals become – or have the potential to become – convivial towards each other as well as 
how the notion of “place” in Bellville is supportive of collective conviviality. If habitus is 
conceived of in terms of the metaphor of a “game”, it is not just about the rules, but having a 
sense of the field, which requires awareness, alertness, responsiveness, flexibility and 
improvisation. It requires an assessment of team mates and opponents, and their strengths, 
weaknesses and intentions (Hillier and Rooksby, 2005:23). The field may be a space of conflict 
and competition as people struggle to meet their own personal objectives and to define one’s 
place and other’s spaces. These notions define the sociality and collectivity of space and the 
nature of conviviality in place. As the analogy of a game demonstrates, conviviality may be a 
difficult force to maintain, requiring vigilance and even suffering in order to collectively deter 
negativity.  
Inherent in the idea of place is the grounding of collective ideas – the convergence and 
emergence of qualities at a given historical time, leading to degrees of conviviality or 
contestation. Foucault’s concept of “heterotopic spaces” – places where differences meet, where 
forms of collective life and collective experiences of otherness take shape – is relevant to an 
analysis of the spatial dimensions of conviviality amongst Bellville’s migrant community 
(Foucault, 2007). This leads us to consider that personal sense of space in Bellville rests on a 
rhythm of deeply engrained practices (Ross, 2010:66), which animate and give personal meaning 
to particular social places. Henri Lefebvre (2004) argues that rhythm, spatiality and temporality 
are intimately linked. He writes, “Everywhere there is an interaction between a place, a time and 















such and such a place” (Lefebvre, 2004:89). The rhythm of daily life, though easily taken for 
granted, emphasizes the ways in which people resignify the meanings that their social 
environment affords to them (Harvey, 1996:139). The outcomes of this research on conviviality 
and belonging further demonstrate how theoretical and ethnographic techniques in 
anthropology, such as the use of narrative to explore the rhythm of social life, inform 
understandings of space and place. By focusing on details of how local communities construct 
perceptions of place, experience place and further theorize about lived spaces and places, the 
nuances of daily life are revealed in ways that we may not ordinarily consider. 
Understanding the diverse social context of Bellville, and what upholds its conviviality, 
requires an understanding of individual agency, that is, people and things as acting, reflecting 
moral agents. Society and sociality are mutually constructive, but both are based on the 
individual as a powerful agent, able to manipulate and build communities in space. Space offers a 
realm for the exercising of agency and the individual has the power to animate space to make it a 
place of particular interactions, therefore contributing to the collective meaning of place. Bellville 
as a social and political place reflects an on-going and continuous composition of different 
meanings, thoughts and judgements associated with the personal experience and deflection of 
space. While we share collective physical space, our concepts of place, of the meaning of those 
spaces, may differ. The concept of “place” is inherently personal, defined by experiences of 
space that create meaningful places of association. As Low and Lawrence-Zuniga (2003) 
demonstrate, it is the feelings that activities in different spaces evoke that make them places. As a 
result, some spaces may become more evocative than others, depending on how people have 
chosen to use space. The adaptability and flexibility of social space indicate the myriad of 
possibilities for its use, which may, intentionally or not, yield to forms of conviviality (Frank and 
Stevens, 2007).   
1.3 The Anthropological Concern: Why Study Conviviality in Bellville? 
Anthropologist Arturo Escobar highlights that scholarship has tended to de-emphasize 
place and to instead highlight global trends and transnational flows, resulting in an, oftentimes, 
asymmetrical analysis with far too little value given to “place” (2008:7). There is, therefore, a 
need to neutralize this erasure of “place” through a focus on the roles of space and place in 
locality. Further, in terms of studies on diversity in African cities, scholars have all too often 
focused on ethnic conflict and the emergence of nativist sentiments, on violent clashes that are 
fought over social and political difference. In many ways, these studies propagate a discourse of 
difference by relying on analytical categories that dichotomize social groups. In the context of 
globalization, increasing urban mobility, and rapidly transforming communities where almost 
everyone has been geographically and socially displaced, there is a need to encourage a greater 
research focus on the emergence of cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism and conviviality within 
the dynamics of space and place (Landau, 2011a:14). In order to address questions of diversity in 
a post-migration context, it is further necessary to de-essentialize ethnicity as an analytical 
category. This is achievable through a focus on social cohesion and conviviality (Baumann and 
Sunier, 1995:4). Analysis of these concepts is particularly revealing of the micro-level politics that 
foster both social relations (whether convivial or not) and conflict to define the dynamics of 















1.4 Reflections on the Criticality of Bellville  
I have reflected upon the Bellville CBD as a place of spatial and social transformation 
that is characterized by rapid movements out, in and through (Landau, 2011b:2). The Bellville 
CBD is constantly being socialized by its long-term community, embedded culture, and passers-
through, as they manoeuvre space and physically and imaginatively negotiate their relative 
positions. The very nature of being in a common space forces a (said or unsaid) relationship 
amongst the people, thus giving political, social and moral meaning to the place. However, as 
Landau writes, “The expansion and diversification of (South Africa’s) urban centres are also 
generating new social relationships and patterns of conflict, poverty, and violence that often 
contrast the aspirations outlined by the country’s inclusive Constitution. The 2008 ‘xenophobic’ 
attacks are but the most extreme example” (Landau, 2011b:2).  
Xenophobic violence of recent years has led to a collective memory of violence and 
intolerance towards foreigners in South Africa. As a result, migrants have become particularly 
vulnerable to violence, racism and violations of economic social, cultural, civil and political rights 
(SANPAD, 2011). Outsiders, both obvious and discreet, have increasingly come to be 
understood as a threat to the possibilities for retribution after years of Apartheid injustice 
(Landau, 2011a:3), leading to the increasing manifestation of “blamocrats” (Farah, 2000:188). 
Reactionary forces are eager to cash in on dynamics of social change, placing the blame in order 
to “pose as legitimate champions of the interests of their unsettled nationals or ethnic kin” 
(Nyamnjoh 2006a:228). The Bellville CBD has likely developed very different meaning in past 
years since the break-out of xenophobic violence throughout the Western Cape and the greater 
South Africa. Despite sharing the same physical space that previous populations and through-
passers had inhabited and explored at Bellville train station and surrounds, local residents today 
occupy a very different place there, given such recent negative sentiments towards migrants. 
Violence exacerbates social distance and identifies group boundaries. It is in this context that 
social space becomes embedded in physical place (Jayaram, 2009), both of which form the basis 
for a study of conviviality. 
1.5 Mapping the Way – Direction Bellville  
This ethnography draws on key concepts of space, place, mobility and being to address 
the emergence of conviviality in Bellville’s central business district. The following chapter 
(Chapter 2) introduces the reader to the lived reality and everyday consciousness of the Bellville 
CBD. Its use of elements of “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) demonstrates how participant 
observation and narrative techniques may be significant methodological gateways to meaning-
making about conviviality. Chapter 2 explores my approaches to an ethnographic study of 
Bellville – a diverse locality that yields opportunities, challenges and the inevitability of 
multivariable encounters. It also presents reflections about methodological and ethical 
considerations related to engaging in ethnographic practice in urban public space. 
Chapter 3 addresses the structural, administrative and legal barriers to social inclusion for 
migrants, arguing that conviviality emerges in Bellville in the wider context of forced migration. 
A core aim of this thesis is to address the role of the state, of institutions and of the political 















national migrants. Chapter 4 reflects on the narrative outcomes of state and public attitudes 
towards non-nationals. It further addresses the micro-sociological characteristics of conviviality 
in Bellville through narratives that reveal what it means to belong; social, family and business 
networks; the negotiation of physical space and methods of maintaining self-protection while on 
a journey into the unknown. It seeks to demonstrate how conviviality emerges from social 
relations in Bellville, contemplating how local dynamics of space and place play a critical role in 
its configurations.  
Chapter 5 involves an interrogation of the nation-state-based model for citizenship, 
which is analyzed in the context of trends towards mobility, xenophobia and autochthony. 
Bellville represents a place where spaces of globality meet spaces of territoriality. As such, it is a 
liminal zone where belonging is contested, is influenced by, and equally representative itself, of 
trends towards autochthony. Networks of mobility in Bellville, such as information and 
communication technologies (ICT) infrastructures, the internet and the train station, build the 
backbone for a cosmopolitan society. At the same time, dynamics of flows are met with 
dialectics of immobility, characterized by strained social relations between nationals and non-
nationals in South Africa. As such, this chapter interrogates modern understandings of 
citizenship – its root in the nation-state and its discursive embodiment in particular notions of 
rights represent the framework for urban inclusion, exclusion and degrees of conviviality.  
As an ethnographic study, this thesis seeks to connect observations of space and place in 
Bellville to the context of increasing mobility, autochthony and violence against foreigners in 
South Africa’s urban spaces. The expansion and diversification of Bellville has generated new 
social relationships formed out of mobilities that are met by forces of exclusion. Mobility, as an 
emerging global trend, manifests in urban space through flux, rebirth and negotiated meanings of 
place. As such, negotiations over space, place, citizenship and belonging are reflected in physical 
spaces of mobility; and convivial encounters are shaped by unique spatial settings and urban 
















2. Exploring “Somaliville” 
This chapter aims to address the research methods used in this study, the issues that emerged 
in the field, and the ethical considerations that form the foundations of the research. These are 
addressed in the context of “doing” ethnography to explore how theorizing about ethnographic 
practice and practicing ethnography manifest different research expectations and outcomes. This 
chapter addresses why I decided to research Bellville, how I approached an ethnographic study 
of Bellville and key findings that contribute to a theorizing about ethnographic practice.  
I decided to focus my fieldwork at the Bellville train station and surrounding central 
business district area after the excitement of my first field visit there. The train station reminded 
me of places I have been before and triggered memories of association – such as the flurry of 
being at the New Delhi or Nairobi stations. Every single person that I spoke to asked me where 
I am from, which led me to question notions of identity and belonging in Bellville. This is a 
question that I grapple to answer – having moved around globally to different places for so 
much of my life, I feel that I am both between places and amongst many; home is the world 
around me. My own social location is largely defined by my past travel experiences and relations 
with others in various parts of the world. Being amongst people in Bellville who have travelled, 
migrated and experienced many worlds, I think the real (or imagined) idea of “home” is a topic 
that we can deeply relate on, as knowledge gained from experiences during our “past lives” 
intertwines with our present. As an anthropologist, I am interested in reflecting on how concepts 
of belonging, home and community manifest figuratively through narratives, aesthetically, and in 
our roles as participants and producers of culture.   
The central business district of Bellville is situated at a place where the new and the old 
South Africa meet, making it a suitable place to explore notions of multiculturalism and 
conviviality in public space. Monolithic beige buildings reminiscent of Apartheid era government 
structures stand parallel to a bustling marketplace filled with Valentine’s Day singing bears, 
mannequins in bright yellow, green and red jeans, and buildings such as Wonderful Plaza where a 
diversity of people interact daily. It is a place where Afrikaans women now in their late 30s 
remarked, “We used to take the train to Bellville and hang around after school”; and where 
nowadays, little girls in dark coloured hijabs and pink sunglasses balanced atop on their heads 
stroll hand in hand with moms attending to daily errands. It is a place where a school bus – an 
initiative organized by the community – now drops Somali children home from school; they 
tease each other as they hop out onto the road, their colossal backpacks bouncing up and down 
as they stroll. It is a place that fifteen years ago many people from Bellville and other parts of 
Cape Town considered to have reached a point of being “inhabitable”, filled with skollies, petty 
crime and drugs. However, in the past twenty years, migrants, and Somalis in particular, have 
recognized Bellville as a place brimming with opportunity, and have eagerly ensembled a 
marketplace for the masses. In many ways, the area has become gentrified due to the 
entrepreneurial vigour of transnational migrants, whose relationships with a polyglot city like 
Cape Town have led them to create a social enclave of their own. As populations accommodated 
















Figure 5: Contrasting Durban Road through Imagery 
 
2.1 My Methods and Experiences of Meaning-Making  
Ethnography allows for acute observation of the everyday through lived experiences that 
are interpreted to elicit social meaning. To quote Marcel Mauss (cited in Ferguson 1999:17), 
“Ethnography is like fishing; all you need is a net to swing; and you will be sure to catching 
something.” This metaphor resonates with me, as it describes the changes that occurred in my 
understanding of ethnographic research. Rather than directing the research, I found that I was 
best suited to letting go of expectations and participating and observing my surroundings with 
full attention. My approaches changed drastically, as I recycled pages of pre-mediated questions. 
In retrospect I understand that such an approach would not have elicited the nuances of 
conviviality that bring to light this ethnography of Bellville. Establishing relationships of trust 
and mutuality was of first and foremost importance. As such, I have come to know people in the 
field as most urbanites may know each other: some quite well, some only in passing, some 
through Facebook, and several others much more in-depth, which gave me detailed knowledge 
of various areas of their lives. “Deep hanging out” (Geertz, 2000:110) and forming mutual 
relationships built off of trust were primary research “techniques”, and hanging out allowed me 
to experience the true conviviality of people and place. 
  
My research left me with a terrific sense of optimism – an optimism that during the 















rights and the hardships experienced by people in their active determination to succeed. The 
risks and adversities endured by many of the research participants, particularly those who have 
migrated in order to better support family far away; the liminal periods of trial and error and 
persistence despite shattered expectations of South Africa often left me empathetic and sad. 
However, despair, panic and fear did not emerge as characteristic of this research. Instead, the 
people that I met during my journey are overwhelmingly joyous, joking and friendly. They are 
wise and analytical of experiences of migration in South Africa, perhaps in order to make some 
sense of them. Such is the nature of conviviality, as it emerges from recognition of destruction 
and a conscious effort to positively reconstruct.  
 
2.1.1 A “Partnership” of Field Sites 
My six weeks of field research were scattered in time, extending between June and 
November of 2012. I also continued to engage with the field during the period of my writing and 
analysis from January to March 2013. It was beneficial to extend the research over several 
months of time, rather than to condense it into consecutive weeks, as this allowed me to develop 
deep and meaningful relationships with participants in a way that did not capitalize on their time. 
My research took motion as I became more socialized and familiar with the field, which 
extended to include various locations in and around the Bellville train station and central 
business district. Fieldwork took place at different times of the day and week and in various fluid 
contexts that are distinct but melt together (e.g. in the general space encompassed by the 
train/bus station, amongst different people who share space but have different experiences of it). 
In order to better understand the nature of conviviality in Bellville, I engaged with several 
ethnographic techniques, which included narrative interview; participant observation; focus 
group discussion and data collection from sec ndary sources such as the media, official reports, 
scholarly books and articles as well as several novels and memoirs. Narrative inquiry through 
interviews and chatting was the primary method used to elicit meaningful information about 
people’s social worlds at Bellville train station and central business district. I aspired towards 
Geertz’s (1973) metaphor of “thick description” in collecting my field notes for interpretative 
ethnographic writing.   
 
I proceeded with this research in the way that I hope it will be utilized in future – in 
partnership. I aimed to work in partnership with academic networks, with service providers who 
work selflessly towards providing critical services to refugees and migrants, with local advocacy 
channels such as the Somali Association of South Africa, and utmost importantly, with those 
whose stories bring life to these words. While the Bellville CBD was the main site of focus for 
this research, fieldwork took place in two distinct places. The first site was in Bellville itself and 
involved engaging with local residents and shopkeepers as well as extensive participant 
observation. It is important to note that participant observation as a research technique involves 
a high level of attentiveness, requiring me to set aside ideas about how things ‘should’ be in order 
to find out how they actually are (or aren’t) (Ross, 2010:10). The nature of “community” in 
Bellville occurs in an infinite number of small instances, which encouraged me to step outside of 
conventional ways of seeing and engage as a participant observer (ibid). The second site for 
information gathering was at a non-governmental organization that provides advocacy support, 















English as a second language there since June 2012, which allowed me to build intimate 
relationships with students who face similar issues to migrants in Bellville. It also increased my 
exposure to people willing to participate in research, thus assisting towards a snowball sampling 
approach, as many students were well connected with Bellville residents and associations, or 
were from Bellville themselves.  
 
I also developed close and meaningful relationships with various local community based 
organizations, such as the Somali Association of South Africa and the Somali Women’s 
Organization. Through these connections I was able become active outside of my research role 
by volunteering, which enabled me to participate and observe the development of organizational 
goals and achievement of outcomes. For example, during the course of my research, The Somali 
Association of South Africa opened the Bellville Education Centre, an English language school 
that will ideally assist students in Bellville to learn English for social and business involvements, 
encouraging social cohesion and conviviality. It was inspiring to see community-driven initiatives 
such as these manifest from aspirations and ideas into living operations with a network of 
administrators, volunteers and participants who represent the future for local governance and 
social cohesion in Bellville. I hope that this research will provide a critical research and advocacy 
tool for various implementing partners to further common goals and objectives. It may, for 
instance, be used in future years as a baseline to understand how dynamics of conviviality and 
social cohesion may have changed.  
 
2.1.2 Narrative Techniques 
This thesis aims to reveal how mobility and conviviality in Bellville are represented by 
emotional beings whose lives, histories and intentions are best understood through narrative 
ethnography. It answers to the call for conceptual flexibility and ethnographic substantiation 
(Nyamnjoh, 2011) by looking beyond academic sources – to include narrative fiction and 
personal memoirs – as ways of understanding deeply personal and emotive experiences of being. 
Ethnography succeeds in narrating the everyday, thereby mitigating the empirical nature of so-
called social scientific studies in which subjects are often represented as research subjects rather 
than characters with personalities, feelings and personal and social beliefs (Nyamnjoh and 
Brudvig, 2013:8). It is through use of narrative techniques that the experience of belonging in the 
everyday becomes compassionately studied through vivid account. As such, this thesis seeks to 
portray a deep, flexible and nuanced understanding of mobility and social interconnections in 
Bellville, acknowledging that the locality is situated within a world that is permanently on the 
move (Nyamnjoh, 2013). 
My use of narrative based techniques involved engaging with participants about their 
daily involvements in and around Bellville, significant events and people that they interact with, 
as well as anecdotes about everyday life and local and international politics. If participants 
seemed willing to open up further, I continued to develop conversation which allowed 
participants to be comfortable enough to talk about memories, life stories and personal opinions. 
In this sense, research themes developed using a snowball approach based on how participants 
conjure meaning and how willing they became to developing a relationship. Important 















reflection and the meaning that is ascribed to words and emotions through storytelling. 
Narratives inherently contain people’s perceptions and, often, their own interpretations of 
meaning derived from lived realities. They also contain the interpretation of the receiver, whose 
own understanding of the narrative may be influenced by their particular social world; a situation 
further complicated by field realities of translation from or into the language of the researcher or 
the interlocutor. Interviewing, transcription, coding and analysis rely on very different factors of 
interpretation. As James Scheurich writes, “Interviewing as a research method can be artificially 
separated into two parts. The first part is actually doing the interview; the second is interpreting 
the interview” (Scheurich, 1997:61). It is because of these layers of interpretation and recount 
that narratives are a valuable technique in attempting to understand social worlds, life histories 
and current experiences of being. Through these stages, I was able to develop a closer 
understanding about myself as an ethnographer, including my interpretation of narratives and 
worlds.  
 
2.1.3 Participant Observation 
In addition to collecting personal narratives, participant observation was an integral 
method to understanding notions of conviviality, belonging and negotiations with space in the 
Bellville CBD. The micro-politics of daily life were often best nuanced through this technique 
and it allowed for an interpretive approach in analysis (Geertz, 1978). From a research 
perspective, participant observation required me to treat many seemingly incidental aspects of 
daily life as important to the micro-politics of conviviality (Block, 2009:9). Participant 
observation also evoked the possibility to explore the counter narrative. In some cases, direct 
observations debunked myths and assumptions and contrasted with verbal narrative. Prolonged 
participant observation of people’s movement, encounters and reactions, interactions and 
language (including body language) was a valuable technique to understand arising emotions, 
sociability and movement in space. I observed particularly interesting ways of communicating, 
such as vendors repeatedly advertising a product over his microphone loudspeaker (“1 kg of 
yogurt for R11.99”) and music in different languages being reproduced and played in shops; both 
of these examples draw meaning about social interaction. Music is representative of degrees of 
musical conviviality and cacophony, providing a metaphor for social conviviality in Bellville that 
will be explored in Vignette 5.  
Participant observation in Bellville also involved self-reflection, in other words, a 
reflexivity of my own presence in the area and the impact of my social role. As Michel de 
Certeau (1988) argues, a reading of social space has much to do with one’s own position in it. In 
researching conviviality, a certain neighborly-ness is necessary in order to become a convivial 
participant in society. Being convivial enabled me to observe both my own and others’ reactions. 
Further, in order to work effectively in the field, the anthropologist must establish a plausible 
role within the community to establish trust (Appadurai, 2003). In some cases I was a facilitator 
for giving directions or translating business transactions, in other times a shopper, and in many 
times, a direct and honest researcher, pen and paper in hand. This is reflective of George 
Marcus’s idea that, “The condition of shifting personal position in relation to one’s subjects and 
other active discourses in a field that overlap with one’s own generates a definite sense of doing 















(1995:113). My own relation to the field led me to become an ethnographer come 
“circumstantial activist” (ibid).  
 
My method in participant observation took into consideration Gupta and Ferguson’s 
challenge to the idea of bounded culture; that is, “the idea that ‘a culture’ is naturally the property 
of a spatially localized people and that the way to study such a culture is to go ‘there’” (Gupta & 
Ferguson, 1997:3). After meeting several residents or frequenters of Bellville’s central business 
district, several of our interviews, and by extension my observation of or introduction to some of 
the other contexts that mattered in their lives, took place outside of Bellville. This was often 
dependent upon the daily schedule of participants who often transit in and out of Bellville. I also 
was able to investigate the “culture” of Bellville independent of the defined spatial locality by 
reaffirming my observations of Bellville with students at the NGO and with leaders of 
community based organizations working in Bellville. Since Bellville is a place of transit, it was 
necessary to challenge the notion of bounded culture, which was achieved by gathering a variety 
of perspectives from people within and outside of the field site before drawing conclusions. 
Thus, I have aimed to “turn away from the common sense idea that such things as locality and 
community are simply given or natural and turn toward a focus on social and political processes 
of place making, conceived less as a matter of ‘ideas’ than of embodied practices that shape 
identities” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1997:4).  
 
This study of space, place and conviviality also included participatory mapping of the 
area with the aim of understanding spatial, social, and possibly object-related, relationships, 
networks and interactions. The spatial dynamics of belonging that emerged from this exercise 
were of great importance and provided a critical point of reflection for me in my research. In 
mapping the area with a local resident, Charles, the barriers of his map were narrow and 
confined to particular avenues within the field site. It was almost as if there emerged an invisible 
line nearby the taxi rank, which several residents that I have liaised with seem hesitant to cross. 
This outcome is explored later in Section 4.6 as an analysis of “insiders” and “outsiders” in 
Bellville’s central business district.  
 
2.1.4 Focus Group Discussion 
I held two focus group discussions as part of the research methodology. The purpose of 
these discussions was to explore grand and theoretical perspectives of diversity, culture, local 
communities, governance and sociality. Discussions included themes such as the difficulties 
encountered by migrants and refugees in South Africa (and Bellville) and assumed reasons for 
such problems, social integration, and the need to remain unified within the non-national and 
diaspora communities of South Africa. These discussions were integral to establishing, through 
participatory methods, the theoretical frameworks for key analytical terms such as “culture”, 
“religion” and “social integration”. In a discussion about the role of religion, language and 
culture in cultural assimilation, participants emphasized that “religion is an issue of spirit, it is 
about faith. But culture, this is different. It is not about attitudes, language, behaviour like 
everyone says. It is about the way we do things.” Another participant noted, “You can change 
behaviour, but you cannot change attitude, therefore, attitude is personal and therefore not a part 















was, “Our differences should not be discussed in term of cultural difference, but lifestyle 
difference, for we all practice common traditions.” These discussions provided significant 
analytical content that helped me to situate myself in Bellville’s narrative worlds. 
2.2 Ethical Considerations 
Having reviewed the University of Cape Town, Anthropology Southern Africa and American 
Anthropological Association codes of ethical conduct, I continuously reflected on ethical 
considerations and potential outcomes that may arise during the course of my research. 
Additionally, I sought out various pieces of literature on the ethics and challenges of constructing 
ethical relationships when working with refugees, as there is a large refugee community amongst 
migrants in Bellville. This literature addresses “the difficulties in constructing an ethical consent 
process and obtaining genuinely informed consent” (Mackenzie, McDowell, Pittaway, 2007:300). 
During the course of my field research I made sure to maintain full transparency in my research 
goals and intentions. I did this by asking each participant that I interacted with to provide verbal 
informed consent with the option of maintaining confidentiality/anonymity throughout the 
study. The extent to which I used the information provided by the participant was negotiated 
with the participant and their reflections were respected. In most cases, I decided to keep 
individuals anonymous unless they truly reflected genuine verbal and emotional consent for their 
names to be included. This involved a reflection about the extent to which it was really necessary 
to include named identities in the research. I was also conscious to remain alert for situations 
where a participant may decide to withdraw consent. Protecting and maintaining a respectful and 
equal relationship amongst community members and research informants remained my mantra.   
I also remained continuously conscious of my own social role in the community, and 
particularly my gendered role, to consider who I associated with, interacted with and the 
methods that I used. Additionally, the research ran the risk that relationships amongst 
community members may not be convivial, in which case I was cautious about my role in terms 
of it affecting some aspect of community relations, depending on whom I associated with. 
Likewise, interviewing a police officer in public or in the presence of others may have made 
people more sceptical of information that they provide me, knowing that I had liaised with the 
police. My interactions, therefore, had to be very nuanced and diplomatic.1 In some cases 
individuals were hesitant to engage in research-related activities. They may have felt that they 
needed to protect themselves from “outsiders” such as myself. They may have been sceptical to 
provide certain information related to their relationship with South African authorities, such as 
the Department of Home Affairs. In cases where the intentions and desires to participate were 
unclear, I did not probe and instead interviewed others. 
Methodological and analytical outcomes of my research also incite the ethical dilemma 
presented by Ferguson and Gupta who write, “How can ‘we’ anthropologists presume to speak 
for ‘them’ our informants? Is not ‘our’ knowledge of ‘them’ inevitably shaped by colonial and 
neo-colonial power relations that render the whole enterprise suspect? How can ‘our’ 
anthropological mission of understanding ‘others’ proceed without falling into the familiar traps 
of exoticization, primitivism and orientalism?” (2001:24). Anthropologists participate in the 
                                                          
1 I have purposely excluded my direct observations of police activities, but do reflect upon the role of government 















“politics of representation” through research on communities and individuals. Therefore, my 
ethical considerations involved taking ethnographic methods as a form of political practice. 
Ethically, this involved maintaining a “predicament-oriented approach” (Nyamnjoh, 2007b). 
Reflexivity in the field remained critical to “recognizing a variety of different ways in which 
anthropological representations may be engaged with questions of culture and power, place 
making and people making, resistance and subjectivity (Ferguson and Gupta, 2001:24-5), and to 
understanding that “knowledge of people grants power over  people” (Nyamnjoh, 2007b:6).  
I believe that it is impossible to do full justice to my research questions, nor can I 
presume to understand my informants fully or to express their knowledge and experience 
through my word and world of knowledge. In this thesis I wish to avoid politicizing culture and 
identity and aim yield my ethnographic authority to those whose narratives form the basis on this 
thesis. However, words themselves are forms of meaning-making, and despite my intentions, the 
political may be inevitable (Wright, 1998). I aim to maintain myself as a neutral figure of 
authority in this thesis by presenting direct quotations, interviews and vignettes to support my 
claims, by placing myself as a reflexive actor in narrative and by historicizing the context of 
migration in Bellville in Chapter 3. In terms of narrative analysis, such as that which forms the 
body of Chapter 4, I aim to portray a snapshot of my interpretation of daily life. This 
ethnography is loyal to James Clifford’s concept of “partial truths”, in which a rigorous sense of 
partiality contributes to the writing of “true fiction” (Clifford, 1986:5). Ethical considerations 
have led me to question the extent to which ethnography is more about the subject or the writer. 
I have concluded that ethnography – anthropological research – has a life of its own. 
 
2.3 Of Pavements and Pathways; Networks and Neighbours  
This chapter demonstrates how structure in ethnographic research can be a hindrance, as 
ethnographic research is driven and derived by nuances. It is based upon the chance for 
experience, in which case research outcomes may be described as lived experiences themselves. 
Sparking rich conversation with Bellville residents, initiating convivial gestures and negotiating 
my relationship with “their” space through trial and error continuously crafted my personal style 
of research within the methods of participant observation, mapping and narrative dialogue. As 
Lesley Green writes, “In fieldwork, one is never simply interviewing or observing – one is 
working with oneself, from oneself, in a relationship with others. In ethnography, the surface of 
learning is you, your body, your experience, and your ability to be a comfortable presence on the 
stranger’s threshold” (Green, 2008:2). While I initially set out with my proposal and research 
goals in mind, I soon realized that I would gather greater insight about conviviality in Bellville 
not by looking for it, but by participating, “hanging out” and going about usual tasks there; 
reacting and thriving off of the issues that present themselves in daily life. In conclusion, I have 
realized that intuition, exploration and interpretation are all equally valuable to ethnographic 
research, and particularly so in urban public spaces where channels, networks and embodied 















3. Social Histories of Migration  
Conviviality emerges in Bellville in the wider context of forced migration. This chapter sets 
out to situate Bellville as place that has become embroiled in the international politics of refugee 
protection and global human rights discourse. It seeks to answer the question of “why Bellville?” 
in terms of international conventions towards the protection of refugees in order to question the 
extent to which South Africa’s commitment to refugees holds strong. The institutional, legal and 
administrative barriers in negotiating refugee status and receiving protection in South Africa 
today form a significant role in configurations of rights and recognition of rights in communities 
of diversity and mobility such as Bellville (SANPAD, 2011). The personal outcomes of these 
barriers, which may be described of as barriers to rights, contribute to how migrants relate to 
urban public space – critical to analysis on how meaning is attributed to space and place in 
Bellville as well as the dynamics of conviviality that emerge. Conviviality, therefore, emerges 
from a great deal of negotiation by individuals and communities at both the micro and macro 
levels (Nyamnjoh, 2002:135). While some migrants in Bellville may have welcomed the 
excitement of new experiences and transitions, such as Charles who left Tanzania on an 
adventurous streak with ambitions to travel, others, such as many Somali migrants, may have 
been forced to flee home and arrived as refugees. This chapter seeks to de-construct narrative 
experiences of barriers to rights that both Charles and his Somali neighbors face by examining 
the institutional, legal and administrative context of forced migration into Bellville. 
3.1 Addressing South Africa’s Reactions to Migrants through Narrative 
South Africa has experienced a full spectrum of migration and displacement, 
transitioning from a refugee/migrant “producing” country to a “receiving” country, in terms of 
cross-border migration. South Africa currently has the highest number of asylum seekers in the 
world (HRW, 2011). Since South Africa’s immigration framework provides little opportunity for 
legal migration from other African countries, economic migrants have turned to the country’s 
asylum system in overwhelming numbers. Demand on the system exceeds its functionality and 
inconsistencies in immigration policy have hindered the effectiveness of the refugee system in 
South Africa. As a result, the protective nature of the refugee system has been transformed into 
one of control – motivated by the need to reduce the influx of economic migrants (Amit, 
2011:458).  
Many non-national asylum seekers and refugees in Bellville entered South Africa with the 
assumption, or perhaps just hope, that they would receive international protection under the 
conditions of the refugee regime to which South Africa is party. However, Georgina, a 
Congolese woman who works on hair braiding in Bellville, expressed outrage about the refugee 
reception center in Cape Town. In our conversation on October 19, 2012 she noted,   
“You can’t believe that they can treat people like this here. People stand there in 
lines, maybe they are trying to get their documents but while they wait through 















previous reception center (in Nyanga) it was very bad, maybe they would be shot 
for being a foreigner.”  
Such stories reflect the lived experiences that emerge from domestic policies and protocols and 
global conventions towards migrants and refugees. Narrative and ethnography contextualize the 
lived experience of migration. The experience of migration, and forced migration in particular, 
encompasses extraordinarily diverse historical and political causes. Those who have been forced 
to migrate embody qualitatively different situations and predicaments – their habitus is unique 
despite sharing varied experiences of displacement. As Malkki notes, “The term ‘refugee’ has 
analytical usefulness not as a label for a special, generalizable ‘kind’ or ‘type’ of person or 
situation, but only as a broad legal or descriptive rubric” (Malkki, 1995:496) – in which case  
narrative becomes a critical technique in order to understand individual experiences of being. 
Narrative methods further demonstrate how national commitments are translated into practice 
and how conventions become interpreted and implemented by the state. Ethnography, in 
particular, reveals the hardship that refugees experience through encounters with the South 
African state.  
3.2 “In Bellville, you see, many of us are refugees”   
This section draws on South Africa’s refugee policy, as well as the implementation of it 
through legal and administrative structures, to demonstrate the inadequacies of the international 
refugee protection regime and what this means for a majority of residents in Bellville who are 
Somali refugees. The international refugee protection conventions, consisting of the 1951 and 
1967 Conventions and the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) mandate, 
are intended to secure refugee protection and rights, however, the challenges of accessing these 
demonstrate the trials and tribulations of institutionalizing human rights. In today’s world of 
international relations, states guard their moral identities and commitments to human rights by 
falling back on their signature to key documents, frameworks, protocols. However, these 
documents have become mere instruments of the state (Loescher, 2003:6). The manner in which 
states integrate refugee rights into domestic policy – and the extent to which bureaucracy enables 
for administrative access to stated rights – demonstrates not only the extent of state 
commitments to human rights, but the extent to which they are committed to supporting 
cultural diversity with a hospitable civic order, a critical trajectory for cosmopolitanism and 
liberal democratic state identity (Gilroy, 2005:2). This has further implications for notions of 
citizenship as explored in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  
The international refugee protection regime consists of the 1951 UN Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees, the 1967 Protocol and the United Nations High Commission 
for Refugees (UNHCR) mandate. While adoption of these frameworks by states should imply 
the sovereign prerogative for signatories to uphold commitments to refugees, this has not been 
the general trend. Instead, the concept of sovereignty is used by states such as South Africa as a 
protective weapon to guard against an influx of non-nationals. In South Africa, this has led to a 
crisis of increasing xenophobia at the state level, a political attitude that has filtered through 
society leading to widespread violence against foreigners in past years. Responsibilities to 
refugees and asylum seekers are increasingly evaded by South Africa, despite being signatory to 















detention, deportation and criminalization of non-nationals, and the propagation of public 
xenophobic perspectives through the media are examples of how South Africa has internalized 
this trend and instigated a discourse of “insiders” and “outsiders”. “A chain of transfer of 
responsibility” (De Jong, 1998:692) and widespread denial of states to respect their 
responsibilities towards refugees signal that international refugee conventions have been 
interpreted in isolation of commitments to international human rights law. In South Africa the 
administrative failure that compounds legal proceedings has resulted in the maintenance of a 
state of perpetual liminality for many migrants, as their legal positioning and access to basic 
human rights are thwarted by periods of waiting. As Sutton et al. write, “Waiting…is a highly 
subjective emotion linked to endurance, hope, impatience and, for refugees facing the 
considerable threat of being an illegal immigrant who can be thrown out of the country, outright 
anger, fear and dread” (2011:32). In practice, these processes (though intended to protect) only 
further incite fear of state institutions and of local society. 
 
Evasion of South Africa’s responsibilities to international conventions has been possible 
without legal consequence or significant international scrutiny due to the blurred definition of 
who is a refugee. Who is a refugee? The definition of a refugee as declared by the Convention is 
largely ambiguous. The Convention defines a refugee as anyone who:  
 
“Owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country” (UNHCR, 2006). 
 
The refugee definition speaks directly to a post-World War II era (Steinbock, 1999:18), one prior 
to our world of flows. A Kenyan woman in Bellville named Aayan perhaps provided the better 
explanation of “who is a refugee” when she explained, “Somalis arrive on trucks, boats, walking. 
I arrived by plane to Joburg and then changed planes to Cape Town. They are asylum seekers; 
they don’t have passports and so must be given refugee documents in order to protect them.” 
Broad social categories included in the definition for reasons of persecution (e.g. race and 
religion) leave room for arrow interpretation of these concepts. As Steinbock states, “The text 
of the refugee definition constitutes what might be described as the boundary of its application” 
(Steinbock, 1999:17). However, the refugee definition is also reflective of the agency migrants 
exercise in the face of “the boundaries of its application”, as asylum seekers such as Daniel (see 
below) seek to manoeuvre the system by claiming refugee status by every means possible – 
including unauthorized ways, such as switching identities. While to some this may appear 
dishonest, one may further consider that it might simply be the only alternative to getting by. 
While the refugee definition stifles its protective capacity, migrants who fall in the face of its 
narrow interpretation may choose simply to not conform, opting instead to ‘stick it out’, despite 
shattered hopes and unclear expectations. Some may seek to manipulate structures in place, in 
which networks of social capital may provide useful channels to ‘make a plan’ when the going 
gets tough. By mediating with the truth of their circumstances, migrants negotiate the limits of 
their conviviality with the state and, in turn, create new channels that contribute to their social 










































3.3 The Paradox of Protection 
The refugee protection regime suffers from its own definition of a refugee, as it lacks 
coherency and leaves judgment at the discretion of the South African state. These issues speak to 
Harri Englund’s suggestion, that the universalism of human rights is often sacrificed to “political 
expediency” (Englund, 2006:47). Refugee protection is ideally a system of enabling access to 
justice. However, in South Africa, refugee “protection” has become a system of self-defense, a test 
of one’s true limits of fear, as immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers are treated as criminals – 
scapegoated for crimes, punished for not having appropriate documentation (which itself is the 
fault of administrative failures of the government), and violently harassed when successful in long-
term business goals. Creating a new life in South Africa as a refugee is a walk of fear. As Charles 
told me during my fieldwork in Bellville, “The police forget that we all have the right to live – they 
treat us as a criminal before having the chance to even just be a suspect.” This situation further 
incites Giorgio Agamben’s concept of Homo Sacer – in that the sovereign state (of exception) 
creates mechanisms through which human lives become the objects of political strategy, and 
therefore of a general strategy of power. Without access to full citizenship rights in any country – 
Many refugees experience periods of perpetual liminality, characterized by waiting, endurance, fear and hope 
Daniel is from Burundi and escaped because of an outbreak of violence over land reform. His 
father was killed and Daniel feared for his life. He escaped to Kenya but struggled in Nairobi, 
a vicious city for refugees and the urban poor alike, and instead found his way to Mombasa 
where he was advised he could find work at the shipping dock. He heard about the possibility 
of hiding in a cargo ship and escaping, and when the opportunity came to become a hideaway 
on a ship en-route to America, Daniel jumped at the chance for refuge. He hid with some 
others in the basement of the ship, but was then discovered by a crew member. The ship 
would stop in South Africa, and Daniel was advised to disembark the ship and apply for 
refugee status. I interviewed Daniel three times between May and July 2012.  
Daniel disembarked the ship in early February 2012. He met several other migrants who gave 
him a bit of money for food and told him they can help to arrange accommodation for him. 
Upon arriving at the accommodation, Daniel was robbed at knife point and left with nothing 
but the clothes on his back. He was then detained when he was found without legal 
documentation, as he was still waiting for the outcome of his refugee status application. While 
in prison, he exchanged refugee application reference numbers with someone, which allowed 
him to re-apply. He lived at a shelter for some time, but the costs were difficult to afford. He 
travelled often to the refugee center to continue the process required of his application, which 
was successful several months later. He found a job working with heavy machinery that caused 
him injury in his leg, and he faced difficulty walking for a period of time. Vulnerable in this 
state, he was robbed one night at the train station, his temporary refugee papers and all of his 
money taken from him. Robbed of his identity, his legal standing in the country, his hope and 
his efforts to re-create a life far from Burundi – life became a walk of fear. He was nonetheless 















without a defined relationship with a state, “situated at the margins of the political order” 
(Agamben, 1995:6) – asylum seekers may represent Agamben’s concept of “bare life”. Control of 
bare life through “mechanisms of control” (Foucault, 2007) represents the state’s consolidation of 
“bio-power”. By placing biological life at the center of its controls, the modern state brings to light 
the secret tie uniting modern consolidations of power and bare life (Agamben, 1995:5). The 
exceptional state of sovereignty and its power over “bare life” have tremendous significance to the 
relationship between refugees and the state, as well as the role that Bellville plays in 
accommodating needs for safety and protection in the absence of legal support. 
 
3.4 Mobility and…Freedoms? 
Changes in the world over the past fifty years have fostered new uses of the concept of 
the sovereign nation-state, which has had profound implications towards refugee protection. 
Disjunctures between space, place, citizenship and nationhood have led to increasing territoriality 
as a rationale for state legitimacy and power (Appadurai, 2003:341). Sovereignty is increasingly 
used to overrule international institutions - to consolidate power – leading to a generalized lack 
of political will to protect migrants and lagging moral commitment to the refugee protection 
framework. This is demonstrated through the implementation of bureaucratic boundaries that 
limit access to rights, perpetuating a state of “bare life” for people without state protection. 
Together these factors have hindered the capacity of civil society and other legal aid 
organizations to play their role in protecting persecuted and displaced people worldwide and to 
monitor refugee protection within state borders, leading to a situation of “self-integration” and 
“self-protection” in zones of migration such as Bellville’s CBD.  
One would think that in a time when war transcends borders, leaving it mark on the 
geographic region through physical and virtual networks, that this should expand the 
responsibility-to-protect to states who may respond by protecting refugees as a bold political 
statement, as a mark of their “soft” political power. It is ironic that we should have increasingly 
stateless people in a time of ever more states and territories, human in-hospitability in a world of 
economic conviviality, like frost in a time of sunshine. However, an ethnographic study of 
Bellville’s central business district disproves many of these general trends of hostility towards 
migrants. While intimate relationships between international migrants and the South African 
state are characterized by experiences of institutional, legal and administrative barriers to rights, 
hostility is allegedly refuted in the context of Bellville. Bellville is overwhelmingly described by 
migrants as “safe”. The central business district of Bellville is a place where economic 
interdependency, social networks and bonding and bridging social capital prove the resilience of 
migrants in the face of trends towards exclusion. As the next chapter will explore, there is most 
certainly sun in this time of sunshine in Bellville, as conviviality emerges in the interface of 
















4. Convivial Spaces, Social Places 
This chapter explores the narrative experiences and the social dynamics of daily life in 
the Bellville central business district, a place of accommodation and hospitality for migrants 
despite exclusion elsewhere. I argue that the notion of “place” is critical to understanding the 
meaning of Bellville as embodying the outcomes of institutional, legal and administrative 
barriers. The place itself is representative of how international migrants “make a plan” when 
mobility meets strict boundaries for exclusion. Bellville, as a space of mobility, is a place shared 
by international and South African migrants as well as “locals” and people passing through. 
While discourses of localism are often employed in the context of diversity in Bellville, this does 
not always reinforce difference. Instead, mutual need necessitates the building of relationships 
for both social and economic purposes, leading to interdependency and social cohesion in many 
circumstances. While the Bellville CBD does offer places of disinterest – where conviviality is 
not upheld, and where at social tension, crime, and hostility do manifest – I argue that 
conviviality emerges in Bellville out of the negotiating of shared physical space. Manifested 
through economic interdependency, social capital and local governance mechanisms, conviviality 
emerges in the Bellville CBD to signify its role as a supportive and inclusive “place-based” 
society for migrants in Cape Town. Despite the continued narrative of “us” and “them” in 
Bellville, such national and social differencing rests on a foundation of conviviality through 
interdependent structures that are often crafted out of mutual interest. This chapter aims to 
identify the emergence of and opportunities for understanding conviviality, accommodation and 
tolerance within sites of diversity such as the Bellville CBD (SANPAD, 2011). 
4.1 Localizing Bellville 
South Africa has experienced a retreat into localism that is represented by increasingly 
fragmented physical and social spaces of the urban landscape. Cape Town in particular, 
continues to endure urban separation and social segregation, characterized by a divisioning of 
society based on identity, what Arturo Escobar (2008) terms a “political ecology of difference.” 
Despite a discourse of “inclusivity” and “democratic practice”, the city continues to suffer from 
the effects of the Apartheid past, which manifest thorough spatial distancing and social non-
interaction amongst groups (Morgan et al, 2013). Further, the trends towards a discourse of 
cosmopolitanism are, quite surprisingly, often refuted by hardened ideas of who belongs where, 
with whom and under what conditions.  
Ousted from circles of belonging and excluded from accessing their rights to public 
institutions, migrants in Bellville have consolidated their own networks based on kinship, region 
of origin, or economic ties to maintain a certain degree of relative autonomy. Transnational 
networks have assisted international migrants in Bellville to become successful entrepreneurs and 
businesspeople in the informal economy. Determined to succeed despite hardship, migrants in 
Bellville rely on innovation, business skills and mechanisms of group hospitality in order to 
enhance prospects for success. Information and communications technologies (ICTs) have also 
assisted migrants in maintaining social, family and business networks which play an integral role 















example, it is often a challenge for non-national migrants, and migrants with refugee status in 
particular, to open bank accounts (in those banks that do allow refugees access) due to the 
administrative time-lags involved in securing necessary documentation. The process requires the 
bank to confirm the immigration status of the applicant with the Department of Home Affairs, a 
timely and virtually untenable process due to management information systems within the 
Department of Home Affairs. The inaccessibility of a personal bank account is but one example 
of how urban predicaments exclude migrants from formal employment channels.  
As a result of this administrative struggle as well as a general distrust in the formal 
banking system, Somalis in South Africa often carry out financial transactions in shops, 
businesses and warehouses owned by a trusted brotherhood through a system of Hawala. It is a 
remittance system that enables the transfer of money amongst family and business networks 
globally – Somalis in South Africa intimately engage with the diaspora around the world through 
this system. It takes a few phone calls and one to two days for the money to be transferred 
internationally. It is commission based for those involved but requires no paper work, and is 
based entirely on trust, efficiency and the strategic location of remittance networks. Hawala 
represents an example of how the mobile phone revolution and the rise of digital networking 
have contributed significantly to the growing prominence of network-based economies and 
informal trade in urban places. Network-based systems enable migrants to maintain critical 
support networks transnationally and to maintain financial security. As Jayaram notes, networks 
function as resource pools and insurance mechanisms in the urban world that is filled with risks 
and uncertainties (Jayaram, 2009).  
Transnational networks are critically supported by information and communications 
technology (ICTs). Jayaram proposes that the value of social networks may be determined by 
access to bandwidth, and categories such as “bandwidth advantaged and disadvantaged” and 
“digital hermits” may be useful to describing the connectivity of communities (Jayaram, 2009). 
Bellville may be described as “bandwidth advantaged” – there are several internet cafes and 
international call centers that offer low priced phone calls made via hand-held phones over 
internet lines. It was noted by Abdikadir on September 4, 2012 that, “In 2009, Somalia was one 
of the leading internet users globally, we mostly use social networks.” One international call 
center owner established his business two years ago. He explained, “People in Bellville call all 
over the world, mostly Kenya, Somalia, Europe and America. We provide an important service”. 
Bellville is an internationally connected locality, transnational in every way through its diaspora 
populations that are increasingly representative of emerging cosmopolitanisms. This was evident 
to me in my first observations of Bellville when I noticed that Al Jazeera is a popular news 
channel played in several public restaurants. As Abdul, a Somali journalist who works for Somali 
National Television and who now lives in Bellville, explained to me on February 27, 2013, “With 
Al Jazeera you can learn about Somali and Kenyan news. Many Somalis live in Kenya, you see, 
and we want to know what is going on.” He remarked further, “In townships a lot of people 
watch local stations which are full of television dramas. We are looking for the international 
news.” Migrants in Bellville are globally-minded, perhaps because their lives are influenced by the 
outcomes of geopolitics in many ways. Bellville represents the idea that the “local is not just the 
other of the global” but rather that the local and the global interact to produce spaces that are 


























4.2 Theorizing, Mapping and Historicizing Bellville  
4.2.1 Theorizing Space and Place  
It is essential to ask – what is the meaning of space?  What is the nature of place-making 
in Bellville’s central business district? The social, political and economic factors as well as the 
history of the place are critical factors in an analysis of the active role people play in creating a 
social space. The production of space is a collective project shaped by interests of different 
classes, perspectives, histories, the grassroots and other contending forces. “Space is produced 
and reproduced through human intentions, even if unanticipated consequences also develop, and 
even as space constrains and influences those producing it” (Molotch, 1993:887). Through Henri 
Lefebvre, the theorizing of nation-space is hardly imaginable without analysis of the work of 
architecture, particularly in an urban space. In order to address Lefebvre, I draw upon 
Appadurai’s concepts of urban space and architecture. He notes:  
 
“The city is inextricably linked with the visual order of modernity, and with its 
ideas of movement, point of view, memory and sociality. The modern city may 
be regarded as a constant negotiation between points of view and forms of 
experience which share with the visual order the sense of multiplicities of 
perspective, different orders of transparency and pluralities of depth which are 
affected by the moving purposes of the viewer. Architecture, whose primary 
future is to imagine something where there was previously something else, is the 
primary professional custodian of the visual archive of urban possibilities” 
(Appadurai, 2009:9).  
Space, and the architecture that takes a formative stance in space, play a critical role in the 















contested spaces (Lefebvre, 1974). The built environment may provide a sense of order to the 
flexibility and adaptability of space (Frank and Stevens: 2007). This section looks at the history of 
place as recalled from outside and from within and at the aesthetics and structures that shape 
Bellville’s commercial business district. It asks how these structures serve to situate the social life 
of space to conceptualize the individual experiences and embodiment of habitus that emerge in 
such a place.   
4.2.2 Mapping Conviviality, Historicizing Place 
The geographic area of the research site includes three parallel streets that intersect at the 
meeting of their ends in the area that comprises the Bellville train station, taxi rank and bus 
station. It was necessary to identify the parameters of the field site, as the area is a large urban 
space with several main roads and a plethora of smaller intersecting streets. In order to maintain 
a detailed perspective of the community I intended to study, I decided to focus on a particular 
area that I observed as integral to Bellville as a transitory space (with people transiting in, out and 
through), as a commercial business district and as an urban public and social meeting space for a 
diversity of people.  
Durban Road, central to the study, is prominently located off of Voortrekker Road. It 
has a number of large commercial stores closer to Voortrekker Road, such as First National 
Bank and Bed City, as well as migrant-owned establishments such as the Somali restaurant Dur 
Dur. As the road extends closer to the train station, the shops are increasingly owned by non-
national migrants, particularly Somalis, though many of these shops employ South African 
shopkeepers who work there daily. Merchandise for the most part include: female and male 
clothing (which make up a majority of shops), groceries, home-ware and electronics. The main 
buildings that house migrant-owned businesses are large plazas, including the main Eastern and 
Western Plaza, which stand facing each other on either side of the street adjacent to Bellstat 
Junction, Wonderful Plaza, Continental Plaza, Okavango Plaza, Medical Plaza, Oriental Plaza 
and Welcome Plaza. Surrounding the train station is a popular shopping mall known as Bellstar 
Centre. Inside a majority of the plazas one finds a labyrinth of shops, escalators, winding corners 
and mannequins with brightly coloured pants. While inside most plazas, the time of day is 
completely unknown, the twilight of eternal time is projected with the florescent lighting that 
produces a glare across our paths and interactions. There are no, or perhaps just few, windows. 
Oftentimes, electronic house and techno music can be heard in contrast to the Somali music 
which plays in the shops facing the street on the outside. One can only imagine that with the 
lights off, the surreal Welcome Plaza may seem like an urban club. Moms and daughters and 

























































Durban Road’s outdoor public space is mainly frequented by shopkeepers and shop-
owners of all nationalities, customers and people hanging out outside of shops. Lots of deal-
making and business is conducted right there on the street. Groups of Somali men make up a 
majority of people frequenting public space on Durban Road, perhaps due to its proximity to the 
mosque that is located next to the Western Plaza. Men hang out in large groups chatting or 
drinking coffee at the various coffee shops that line the streets and the top floors of plazas. The 
separation of people and space is hard to make in Bellville, as the streets are the heart of living – 
a critical space where everyday life unfolds (Jinnah, 2012a). This trend of congregation enables 
sharing of news and forms a sense of public community as people talk about subjects such as 
“living history, their place in it, their contribution to it from exile” (Farah, 2011:86). There are 
also often groups of men loading armfuls of merchandise into a bakkie. Bellville is a warehousing 
site where stock is collected to supply migrant-owned shops, such as spaza shops, throughout the 
districts surrounding Cape Town. In some cases the stock may be so large that groups of men 
manoeuvre it into or on top of a baakie, others stop to watch or to help. Bellville is clearly a place 
of entrepreneurial spirit and of active business. It is a place where networking takes place 
between those who are personally included in the inner circle as an “insider”. It is where groups 
of “insiders” may still relate to each other as “intimate strangers” – sharing close and overlapping 
spaces, but paradoxically, remaining relative strangers (Nyamnjoh, 2010). This negotiated 
interpersonal relationship forms the basis of conviviality. 










The plaza buildings on Durban Road are owned by Portuguese-South Africans who 
rented the space initially to Senegalese migrants before rentals shifted to (majority) Somalis 
around 1994. The main plaza buildings, such as Eastern Plaza, used to be huge warehouses in the 
past and were sub-divided in order to increase per-capita rental value. There is a high level of 
competition that takes place in order to secure rental of a shop in a plaza. Somalis who initially 
migrated to South Africa in the early 1990s have either continued to maintain rentals over the 
years or have maintained partial rental while allowing for newcomers from Somalia to “incubate” 
by working for their businesses in order to maintain financial standing before becoming self-















were maybe four Somalis, each with a 25% share, or then perhaps two would break away and 
open a new shop, then the original shop would be 50-50 ownership, but there was investment 
from the others. There was always a sense of trust, so it worked.” It was noted that Somali 
businesses rely on partnerships formed in the community, which allow incoming migrants the 
security of livelihood and financial solvency in Bellville.  
Many Somali entrepreneurs rely on their tradition of biil, which is interest-free money 
that Somalis pay to family in need. Biil is typically used to cover health care, rent, food or other 
needs for those who are unemployed or simply in need of help, particularly as newcomers 
(Huisman, Hough, Langellier, Toner, 2011:186). It was described as “the same thing as family 
bills, like those that are paid monthly.” As one of my contacts from Bellville, Omar, said during 
an interview on June 29, 2012, “When newcomers arrive, it is expected that the Somali 
community will help them, or that help will be provided. For Somalis, home is open. South 
Africans are more protective of their own business; disinterested and disengaged in others 
because of the Apartheid.” Omar further explained that there is a group of decision makers 
selected in the Somali community, but they are not called “leaders” per say. These decision 
makers decide what contribution the community can provide to new or incoming Somalis in 
terms of partnership and networking. This is an example of a support network that encourages 
the idea of “accommodating to be accommodated”, a theme that is recurrent in my research and 
fieldwork. Somali decision makers in Bellville represent the “tendency towards dispersal and of 
managing tasks through long-distance networks” (Huisman et al, 2011:26). This situation 
demonstrates the resilience of social capital amongst migrants. 
According to several informants, developments in Bellville as a commercial hub of Cape 
Town have only taken place in the past eight years. “There has been a lot of architectural 
development – a lot more shops have opened recently.” As a man from Pakistan with an 
electronics shop in Bellville noted on November 4, 2012, “Before it was a mostly Afrikaans area, 
and there used to be a lot of skollies and crime.” According to most respondents, “Foreigners 
bought into the area many years ago, and have since established a network of business owners 
and associations. Bellville is typically a first point of entry for newcomers to Cape Town and 
South Africa.” The (South African) manager of one of the shopping centers noted of the area, 
“Immigrants are crucial to teach South Africans how to do business. The shop owners in 
Bellville are educated, hardworking, ‘know how to work the book’, and are “uplifting our people 
who are lazy.” A Bangladeshi shop owner contributed to the conversation, noting “We are 
competing in a global market, you know? Bangladeshis migrate because of overpopulation at 
home – there is not enough business. We have money to invest and go on trips to see where we 
would like to immigrate to, we look for networks. The Somalis on the other hand, flee Al 
Shabbab and political persecution – they have no plan to leave.” Insecurity, death in the family 
and even terrorism were overwhelmingly described as reasons for fleeing Somalia. However, the 
uniting factor between diverse communities of diaspora groups in Bellville is that, “it is just too 
dangerous (in townships) because people get jealous when we (foreigners) have anything going 
for us.” Residents and shop owners claimed that Bellville is a good, safe environment to live in, 
as people share a common understanding of space. There is also a common understanding of 















in the context of hostility and perceived “outsiderness” by a suspicious public on the retreat into 
localism. 
Figure 10: Hanging out in Bellville 
 
4.2.3 Enhancing Conviviality through Public Support Structures  
Prior to the migration of non-nationals and local traders to the area, the Bellville CBD 
was a primarily Afrikaans speaking community. The area that is now a thriving central business 
district previously accommodated a population characterized by low levels of employment, high 
illiteracy and crime. A senior librarian at the Bellville library, who used to coordinate an adult 
literacy programme, noted on November 6, 2012 that, “Before 2009, the number of refugees in 
Bellville South was relatively low, and most of the refugees were literate and educated. We 
catered for many illiterate adults in the area who had no or very basic education.” A Somali shop 
owner who has been in South Africa for eleven years described the changes during our 
conversation on November 4, 2012, “Bellville has developed a lot in past years – there didn’t 
used to be shops and there was more crime. Bellville is now safe but townships are not.” He 
continued to compare the relative safety of Bellville today with insecurity faced by non-nationals 
in township life. ”You may have six guys come up to you all with guns (in the townships); you 
can’t sleep with that happening. You have to make friends with local blacks for security, you 
know, and then they watch out for you.”  
In addition to a thriving entrepreneurial and business community that has formed in 
Bellville’s central business district around the train station, several commercial development and 
information technology projects are currently taking place in Bellville that may shift perceptions 
about the locality. A community center was formed that can be accessed online via 
www.bellville-south.co.za, which is a physical and virtual portal to connect and communicate 
amongst Bellville’s 30,000 residents. The Bellville-South Internet Project (BSIP), conceived of 
and implemented by a digital guru originally from Bellville as a social initiative, runs in 
association with the community portal. BSIP is not implemented in the commercial business 















residential areas. BSIP does not plan to venture into the CBD, as it would likely cause locally 
owned internet shops to go out of business. The goals of BSIP in the greater Bellville are to 
provide wireless internet connections to cover the geographic area of Bellville, to provide all 
residents with an email address under a common domain (e.g. Smith@bellville-south.co.za), and 
critically, to “put Bellville South on the world map.” The project aims to connect schools to 
high-speed internet and to establish internet cafes with computer literacy courses in order to 
build a computer and web-literate community. This initiative serves to increase communication 
and unification in diversity; a virtual manifestation of conviviality, linking ICTs to daily life. 
Bellville also seeks to benefit from the extension of the city of Cape Town’s “Urban 
Development Zone.” This will involve public-private partnerships to improve public safety, 
cleaning of public space, public infrastructure and general regeneration of the area in order to 
attract investment, and thus job opportunities, into the area. These initiatives speak to 
Appadurai’s (2006) notion of the “production of locality”, with locality implying a “primarily 
relational and contextual, a phenomenological aspect of social life” to which public cleanliness, 
infrastructure and safety contribute (Amit, 2002:3). This project comes at an opportune time, as 
many of the car patrollers voiced concerns about their own capacities in maintaining security in 
the area as well as the cleanliness of the streets. Such discourses f frustration have created 
concerns that are steeped in a discourse of “us” and “them”. For instance, two female car 
patrollers emphasized how difficult it is to work in Bellville because “foreigners are rude and it is 
dirty in Bellville.” One woman elaborated during out conversation on November 14, 2012, 
“Sometimes we talk, laugh, and other times it is very hard to work here because the Somalis 
especially do not want to pay for parking. They park the whole day and then they drive off 
yelling and do not pay.” In the case of Bellville, the female car patrollers express frustrations due 
to their positions and responsibilities within the locality. This implies that the meaning people 
attribute to place and their membership in it has implications on intricate structures of 
relationships and modes of belonging (Cohen, 1985). As Cohen notes, “People construct 
community symbolically, making it a resource and repository meaning” (Cohen, 1985:118). 
Drawing on Appadurai’s vision of community as a “structure of feeling” (1996:119), the 
impression of community in Bellville may be detached from actual social relations. In this sense, 
conviviality in Bellville is dependent on a “community of sentiment”, in which individuals’ 
personal relationships with place are dependent upon personal sentiments of society.  
 
4.3 Economic Conviviality in Bellville  
National groups, including diaspora communities, immigrants and South Africans tend to 
associate socially in Bellville with people of their same nationality, particularly for business 
purposes. Often, this is the result of different business ethics and cultural rituals. As Anderson 
describes, “People tend to become integrated into webs of relationships through which they are 
able to function as individuals and as groups with a minimum of friction” (Anderson, 1960:36). 
For instance, it was noted that Somalis and Tanzanians tend to not do business together because 
of different religious customs. Somalis follow daily prayer rituals and religious duties, and as 
Charles from Tanzania elaborated on June 24, 2012, “Maybe if that Somali wants to close the 
shop for some time in the mid-day to do prayers, I am not ok with that and I cannot be expected 















difference. He elaborated further on why national groups tend to gravitate towards each other, 
“Outside of our home country, it is hard to build a community. It is hard to find consensus 
because we have different beliefs and represent different stakes for our people. For instance, if I 
arrange a meeting, perhaps it is agreed upon between everyone, but then only one person shows 
up.  People have no time to waste on others in Bellville, time is money.” He further noted that,  
“Tanzanians tend to stick together, as all national groups in Bellville do. But it is also 
a common language that binds. For instance, in Kenya and East Africa they are 
speaking Swahili, just like we Tanzanians are speaking Swahili, so that binds us 
together here in South Africa. Like, if you go to somewhere else where they speak a 
foreign language and you meet non-South Africans speaking English, you will 
probably say like, hey I can speak to you in my language!”  
However, Charles does collaborate with a South African woman from the Eastern Cape to sell 
goods at his vendor stall near the taxi rank. He explained that he wanted a woman to run his 
shop. Since there are not many Tanzanian women in Bellville (or perhaps in Cape Town), he 
hired a South African/Xhosa woman to sell his products which include belts, cell phone covers, 
hats and a myriad of other products. This tends to be common practice amongst non-national 
shop owners, who hire local shopkeepers in order to venture into new businesses themselves.  
Figure 11: Vendor Stall on Charl Malan Street 
 
Charles purchases his products from the Somali wholesale shops, which run off of vast 
networks mediated by Somalis worldwide; supply chains are controlled, from purchasing the 
goods, to arranging transport and clearing customs. It therefore became apparent that business 
interests do cross-sect national communities when in operation, though perhaps not theoretically. 
This is reflective of what Kay, a transnational migrant born in Tanzania and raised in the DRC, 
noted on November 2, 2012, “Everyone has their culture, but we live like family. We are 
scattered in views but we remain close and work together. Culture is there but we must not 















provide the ground for interactions, relationships and communality of interests. Groups work 
together not based on trust, but on necessity. As a Somali shopkeeper explained in our 
conversation on November 20, 2012,  
“If you work together – you buy from him, he buys from you, you buy from the 
wholesale – these are all commercial relationships. It is a cash economy, so no trust 
is required. Everything is traded upfront. It is in business partnership relations where 
trust is needed.”  
Commercial trading in Bellville is based on a mutuality of economic interest, and conviviality 
emerges due to the nature of accommodating to be accommodated. Conviviality is upheld out of 
economic necessity and is maintained by a melange of interdependent business interests. 
 
4.4 Emerging Cosmopolitanisms  
Burdened by exclusive barriers to citizenship and difficulties in accessing protection and 
assistance in South Africa, highly mobile individuals self-integrate into society through business 
networks. Their livelihood activities – which are often formed through social networks – 
contribute to urban and grassroots economic development by generating income for local 
populations. Migrant-owned businesses often offer work opportunities to South Africans in 
surrounding areas, providing employment for laborers and to women in particular, who often 
face barriers to entering the workforce. Bellville’s migrant networks and informal economy thus 
highlight the significance of migrant and refugee entrepreneurs and business owners to South 
African job seekers. Their story is one of conviviality – of mutual benefits arising from 
innovatively sidestepping away from tensions broiled in rhetoric of the “outsider”. Bellville 
represents a newly formed “insider” group – one that rests at ease with “other” insiders and 












Bellville’s migrant networks and informal economy highlight the significance of migrant and refugee 
entrepreneurs and business owners to South African job seekers 
Sipho is from the Eastern Cape Province and came to Cape Town three years ago. I met him 
in Bellville on  November 14, 2012. He didn’t know Bellville very well but came to the area to 
look for a job. He noted that, “You can get jobs in Bellville; there are lots of Somali shops.” 
The best thing about Bellville is that “there is too much business; there is nothing in the 
townships.” Bellville is known as a place of employment for both migrants and locals. Sipho 
used to work at Debonairs, a chain of pizza restaurants, but “the pay was too low.” This 
implies that Bellville’s salaries are competitive.  
Similarly, Nomvuyo, a woman also originally from the Eastern Cape and interviewed on the 
same day as Sipho, explained that she has been selling goods in Bellville for twelve years. She 
explained, “In Bellville there is no work, but there is business.” She is the breadwinner of the 
















Their story is one of conviviality – of mutual benefits arising from innovatively sidestepping away from tensions 
broiled in rhetoric of the “outsider” 
On the topic of community, one Ethiopian man noted in our conversation on November 14, 
2012, “There is no community; you see we just work with our own people here. Maybe in the 
future there will be more community. With community we could talk all together about 
business, social life in South Africa. I know a lot of locals; they like us because we are good to 
our customers and make them feel welcome. We know how to approach them but we may 
have different ideas about business, that’s why we work with Ethiopians for business.”  
He explained, “The problem with South Africa is the violence in the townships. The 
government must stand up for the refugee people. The refugee people, they don’t make 
violence – they make cheaper prices to support South Africans. South Africans also learn from 
us how to open shops and make businesses. Many people are starting lekker business; they get 
our mind and our advice. Since being in Bellville, even I have learned to become more 
business minded.” 










Contrary to xenophobic trends in the general public that stigmatize foreigners, many 
South Africans and migrants of Bellville believe that migrant-owned businesses contribute 
significantly to the development of local economies. Several Somali shopkeepers in Bellville, for 
example, speak more than one South African language, which has perhaps helped to foster a 
dynamic of conviviality. Conviviality in urban spaces is thus enhanced by the strategic 
maintenance of networks; the resilience of migrants to adapt to new cities by learning local 
languages and by building a market within the informal economy. Conviviality is also enhanced 
by the appeal of Bellville to local consumers, who are drawn to low comparative prices and the 
job opportunities that arise for low skilled local workers. It is important to note that despite 
trends towards conviviality in Bellville, the same trends do not prevail in other communities of 
diversity. As a Somali shopkeeper and local leader noted, “There is a lot of xenophobia, but it is 
especially directed towards Somalis because we are developing this country. We are changing 
things, creating our own futures. In this situation, there will always be opposition. The situation 
















4.5 Intimate Strangers and the Politics of Inclusion in Bellville  
Bellville may be seen as a conglomeration of groups of “insiders” and “intimate 
strangers” (Nyamnjoh, 2010). Unlike other urban locations and informal settlements in Cape 
Town where xenophobia and the parameters of community are often expressed in terms of “us” 
and “them”, the concept of an “outsider” does not present itself in the same way. The 
occupation of a shared urban space and similarities of motives for journeying towards a life in 
the city evoke an intimacy driven by collective experiences amongst diverse groups. As Mike 
from Ghana noted in our conversation on November 14, 2012, “People live in Bellville because 
rent is cheap and we have community there. There is lots of violence in the locations. Amongst 
foreigners, we stick together because we have a lot of common experiences.” However, intimacy 
is subjugated by the politics of belonging, creating tensions that forever hold “strangers” an arm-
and-a-half-length away. Urbanites are like porcupines, their quills spanning out to protect against 
even the most-warm hearted neighbours. (Nyamnjoh and Brudvig, 2013:14) Defensive quills 
create a “protective” barrier, reasserting notions of “self” and distancing from the “other”, which 
may result in social non-interference. As one Somali man in Bellville expressed, “Humanity, 
human rights brings us together, let us share what we share and respect non-interference. If we 
have interference, none of us have security, a home…” Such is the basis of conviviality in 
Bellville, as it is encouraged by recognition of the potential for destructive relations and a 
preference of that which is mutually constructive. 
Despite the existence of a notion of the “other”, this “other” is still considered an 
“insider”. This analysis represents the degree of hospitality, of conviviality, that presents itself in 
Bellville amongst multi-ethnic communities. We may define “community” in Bellville not in 
terms of Gemeinschaft, in which “the emotive charge of community arises out of multiplex, long-
standing interpersonal relationships of deep intimacy and familiarity” (Amit, 2002:17), and not in 
terms of a convergence between culture, place, social relations and collective identity, but rather, 
in terms of Gupta and Ferguson’s notion of community. They quote, “Community is never 
simply the recognition of cultural similarity or social contiguity but a categorical identity that is 
premised on various forms of exclusion and construction of otherness” (Gupta and Ferguson, 
1997:13). The nature of exclusion and “othering” offers opportunity, in a place of cosmopolitan 
identities, to define both collective and individual affiliations. With respect to space and place, 
this process of “othering” and of situating oneself in a space of “otherness” creates a place of 
meaning and sets Bellville apart from other places. Bellville, as a “community of belonging” is a 
“contested field of interaction and negotiation…fields of face-to-face social relationships and 
reflecting a great deal of individuality and active participation on the part of its members” (Amit, 
2002:127). 
Different nationalities represented in Bellville, however, do seem to occupy business and 
livelihood niches in the products or services provided. Businesses start small, and expansion and 
entry into the broader market requires an effective mobilization of community resources. From 
my initial observations and conversations, the dynamics of insiders and outsiders appear to also 
occupy different, and somewhat defined, spaces within the Bellville train station and taxi rank 
vicinity. For instance, Somalis typically engage in wholesale trading, and their reach spans 
Bellville and extends to supply shops in nearby towns and in the townships. Ethiopian migrants 















Tanzanians who all own and run different barber shops, as a niche service. In a somewhat 
secluded area outside of the train station, I met several women from South Africa, migrants from 
the Eastern Cape, who claimed that their income from sales at their vendor stalls had suffered 
because of the space they are allocated “near Paint City”, which is towards the back of the taxi 
rank and out of sight from the general public corridors. Claiming a space to engage in informal 
trade at the station is a struggle, as vendors pay rental costs and those who don’t face eviction 
from “law enforcement”. I asked Margaret from the Eastern Cape more about this. “Foreigners, 
this place is for them”, she said in our conversation on June 30, 2012. Indeed, non-nationals 
have large commercial interests and investments in Bellville, as well as leverage from support by 
their communities to expand. A food stand at the taxi rank that is run by a South African woman 
is soon to be run by Somali owners because they offered to pay higher rental fees for the 
business. Such situations have caused South African spaza shop owners to express resentment 
towards foreign micro-entrepreneurs in the market. Studies indicate that grievances are rooted in 
a “price-discounting war”, in which the success of foreign-run shops has significantly curtailed 
the profitability of locally run shops due to the use of price discounting and strategic positioning 
of the shops (Charman and Piper, 2011:3). The tension exists because of fundamentally different 
business practices. On the one hand, South African spaza shops maintain prices at levels which 
permit all shopkeepers equal opportunity; whereas foreign owned spaza shops substantially 
discount prices to attract customers. Charman and Piper refer to these two strategies as 
“survivalist” versus “opportunity driven” (2011:4).  
I noticed several different reactions to this type of economic competition, which 
represent a variety of perceptions that are critical to understanding the extent to which 
conviviality emerges in Bellville. A Somali shopkeeper explained on September 4, 2012,  
“Some South Africans might ask, ‘where did you get money?’ when they should be 
asking, ‘how did you start a business?’ Somalis are natural entrepreneurs. When South 
Africans are in opposition, they lose out.  It’s like the saying goes, ‘if you can’t beat 
us, then join us’. This would be a better option.” 
Several South African residents noted that the presence of foreign traders in Bellville is uplifting 
because of higher standards of business practice. The other side to the coin is the perception of 
intrusion. “It’s like they are taking over Bellville.” One South African man noted further on 
September 15, 2012, “They charge very low prices and take over the market. But locals, we 
South Africans, go there because at the end of the day, everyone is desperate for money and will 
go for the best deal.” While many residents and mobile customers appreciate the lower prices, 
local shopkeepers become resentful because they are unable to match lower prices. This has led 
to a generalized feeling of distrust amongst South African spaza shop owners. A South African 
man in Bellville stated (also on September 15, 2012), “Other shop owners, South Africans, have 
to shut down.  It is the low skilled local Africans that suffer.” He elaborated that, “In South 
Africa, we have the capitalists, the businessmen, the middle class and the unskilled people – and 
they are hurt the most by this. This kind of competition hasn’t gone to the top yet.” Lefebvre 
might issue warning in response to this. He notes, “When relations of power overcome relations 
of alliance, when rhythms of ‘the other’ make rhythms of ‘the self’ impossible, then total crisis 
breaks out, with the deregulation of all compromises arrhythmia, the implosion-explosion of the 















exclusion from systems of power, leading to the perception of economic threat. These 
perceptions are reminiscent of the propensity for xenophobia across South Africa.     
4.6 Arising Insecurities and Places of Disinterest  
My analysis on space and place in Bellville has led me to consider that conviviality is 
maintained by individuals’ carefully routinized spatial meanderings. One does not have to walk 
far to exit the convivial boundaries of Bellville’s multicultural and diverse neighbourhoods. 
Conviviality exists at a neutral borderline that is fluid and occasionally erupts in threats, outrage 
and even violence. I was in a Somali-owned clothing store on September 26, 2012 when two 
men entered the scene yelling, a provocative tone in their voices. They were asking in half Xhosa 
and half English, “Does this Somali shop have pillow cases. Pilllllooowwww cassesss. Do you 
know what that means Somali?” They were harassing the shop based on its foreign ownership, 
for there were clearly no pillow cases in a shop of women’s clothing. In this instance, the 
shopkeeper was composed, and responded respectfully, “I’m sorry I don’t speak Xhosa….we 
don’t have pillow cases, there are pillow cases in the shop down the street.” The two hooligans 
left, muttering and puttering in their foolishness. The shopkeeper apologized to me and other 
shoppers, “They are drunk, this happens often”.  
In analyzing emerging insecurities within the Bellville central business district, it is 
necessary to dwell on the taxi rank as a critical place where conviviality is contested. This 
particular area is analyzed as a “heterotopic space” (Foucault, 2007). This became clear to me 
during mapping exercises, as the people I was with (who are non-nationals) were hesitant to 
cross a certain pathway into the taxi rank area, though they were always convivial in making sure 
that I would be safe on my own. One man explained in our conversation on July 15, 2012, 
“Taxis are gangs. They cause a lot of violence in this area, even in the day. You might know 
someone for two years and then they shoot you. There is no trust in this community.” In his 
drawn map, Charles provided details of the inner cross streets of the area, though the taxi rank 
area is a big empty space in the corner, which signified to me his spatial boundaries.   
In order to explore this social dynamic of space, I interviewed a taxi driver who transits 
in and out of Bellville several times a day. My informant, Xolani, explained on September 15, 
2012 that internal taxi violence often results in public fights. Some taxi operators own two taxis 
and others own twelve. “So the ones with fewer taxis get less business, the others are 
monopolizing the business. Those of us with only few taxis have to wait like four hours for a full 
load. And then we overload by like six people to make ends meet. So there is internal conflict 
and the guys are taking each other out.” In his opinion, “The taxi rank is the safest place of 
Bellville – if anyone steals from you then others will see and they will protect you.” Furthermore, 
there is an informal office at the taxi rank in Bellville where “if any taxi driver upsets a customer, 
the customer can report it to this office and the driver will get the shit beaten out of him.” The 
taxi industry represents a site of relatively more hostility and uncertainty in particular for non-
nationals, but also for migrants from other parts of South Africa, as described in Vignette 4 
below. This contrasts with other areas in Bellville that have become sites of ownership and 
empowerment for a diverse community of nationals and non-nationals. The functionality of the 















line of conviviality. As a multitude of travellers pass in, out and through, each day the taxi stand 








Figure 13: Road Leading to the Taxi Rank 
 
4.7 The Influence of “Community”  on Conviviality   
Experiences of migration and urban mobility are often characterized by personal 
transitions, including de-socialization and re-socialization of the self. De-socialization may lead 
individuals to invest in preserving their identities, fervently recreating familiar lifestyles by 
guarding ethnic and religious identity, often in isolation from local society. In parallel processes 
of re-socialization, individuals assimilate to local customs and develop emerging and fluid 
multicultural identities (Huisman et al, 2011:83). The role of community to individuals during 
periods of cultural transitions is of great significance, as it offers the promise of belonging. 
The taxi industry represents a site of relatively more hostility and uncertainty in particular for non-nationals 
I interviewed Patrick on November 14, 2012. Patrick works on Durban Road as car patroller. 
He described the taxi rank as “very dangerous” – there was emphasis and emotion in his face 
as he spoke about the insecurity. “It’s bad over there by the train station, there are criminals 
and skollies…you see them there hanging out.” He is from the Eastern Cape and lived in 
Gauteng for some time. He elaborated that, “The problem in Cape Town is that there are so 
many skollies, there is lots of stealing and crime at the taxis. Where I stayed just outside of 















Feeling a sense of belonging is important not only for safety and comfort, but in terms of 
people’s interrelatedness and willingness to provide hospitality and generosity. A community’s 
well-being, the quality of relationships and cohesion that exists, depends on social capital, 
referring to social networks based on reciprocity and mutual trust (Putnam, 1993). Networks of 
support, which are often found in urban diaspora enclaves such as Bellville, represent a form of 
social capital that creates norms towards greater mutuality. Channels of social capital are critical 
to maintaining conviviality in Bellville, as they create a site for belonging for a diversity of people. 
A sentiment of belonging may be described as, “To be welcome, even if we are strangers. As if 
we came to the right place and are affirmed for that choice” (Block, 2009:3). Conviviality is thus 
upheld by a sense of community affirmation through network-based relationships.  
On the contrary, for many South Africans, Bellville is a place of territorial stigma, 
described as simply, “A place that we come through.” One man noted in our conversation on 
July 10, 2012 that, “Bellville is not a ‘community’…maybe it is for the Somalians, but for us, it is 
just a place we pass through…maybe for work or shopping.” Further, it was stated on 
November 14, 2012 that, “Bellville is a transit point for taxis – that is why there are so many 
different people. They transit from locations, just like Cape Town is also a transit point.” 
Addressing Bellville as a “community” to local South Africans often instigated a discourse of 
“us” and “them”, as well as a denial of the existence of community in Bellville. It was attributed 
that non-nationals often reside in Bellville because “they (foreigners) don’t like the townships 
because they are scared of us.” However, a sense of community does emerge amongst a diverse 
migrant and non-migrant population in Bellville. Community and conviviality emerge in Bellville 
due to the dynamics of social capital and forms of local governance that encourage notions of 
inclusion and belonging. The social fabric of community in Bellville is shaped by a shift in 
discourse away from social boundaries. Conviviality emerges in the frequent interplay between 
dynamics of group-autonomy on the one hand and an interdependent communalism of groups 
on the other hand. It is also deeply rooted to the particular dynamics of space, place and 
community in Bellville.  
Conviviality rests on a fine line of tolerance and respect for each other’s movement and 
use of public space, offering the possibility of restoring trust in neighbors, faith in leaders and a 
discourse of hospitality that is upheld by cosmopolitan multiculturalism. This reflects a degree of 
“social cohesion”. According to the African Centre for Migration and Society,  
“A cohesive community is not necessarily one in which everyone likes, trusts or 
agrees with everyone else. Instead, distrust, tension and conflict will always exist 
between various in-groups and out-groups. Therefore, rather than seeing social 
cohesion as a – somewhat unrealistic – state in which conflict and dissent are 
eradicated, we consider social cohesion – at its most fundamental level – to be about 
the way in which a community of diverse sub-groups deal with (inevitable) social 
tensions and conflicts” (Monson et al, 2012:19).    
Given this analysis, it is important to consider what mechanisms may be used to further enhance 
trends towards social cohesion in Bellville in the context of general inclinations towards localism, 
group preservation and xenophobia. Building viable social cohesion involves supporting the 















Bellville requires structured methods for communicating new visions for shared space – so that 
“street-friendly people” may transform Bellville into a place of “people-friendly streets” (Cape 
Times, 2013). Building social cohesion requires supporting individuals who have the skills and 
capacity to mobilize civic discourse through community participation and engagement. 
Supporting diversity and the implementation of democracy in this regard requires an 
understanding of the dynamics of social capital and local governance at the micro-level. 
4.7.1 Social Capital and Local Governance amongst Somali Migrants in Bellville 
 
Somalis comprise a majority population in Bellville’s central business district and have a 
prominent presence in the area. The Somali Association of South Africa estimates that there are 
over 60,000 Somalis residing in South Africa. With at least 15,000 Somalis residing in Cape 
Town, it may be assumed that many reside or have resided in Bellville at some point in time. 
Many Somalis in Bellville are young, and it was explained to me that Somali youth in their 
twenties and thirties comprise a majority of migrants. They may realize that they have their 
whole futures ahead of them, and limited prospects for education, work and for a family in 
Somalia. “So they leave in an act of rebellion to change their lives for the better.” As Abdikadir 
explained on September 4, 2012, “The new generation has more freedom, the world is opening 
doors.” Migration is not a new phenomenon for Somalis. Bellville Somalis noted that mobility 
has always been a way of life, based on historically nomadic lifestyles in which movement takes 
place within dense kin and clan networks (Huisman et al, 2011:26). This is expressed 
linguistically through the term buufis, which is used to express a longing to move – it may also 
refer to a sense of stress which results from an unsatisfied desire to travel (Jinnah, 2012a:1). 
Furthermore, Somali forced migration is a result of civil war in Somalia that has persisted for 
decades. Civil war in Somalia is fuelled by “centuries-old injustices; decades-old political feuds; 
Siyad’s tyrannical state, and its indifference to the ordinary people’s genuine grievances; the 
nature of post-colonial set-ups” (Farah, 2000:45). Nuruddin Farah elaborates further on the 
circumstances of war in Somalia. He writes, “High principles have been pushed aside and…in 
their place, people have begun putting their faith in the pornography of a warlord’s rhetoric, 
holding forth and reciting chapters and verses of clan mythography. Civil wars do not wait for 
reasons. They erupt, they happen” (ibid). A lack of state presence in Somalia over past decades 
has destabilized much of the country and citizenry, leading to increased migration flows as a 
survival response.    
Somalis have successfully adapted centuries-old migration strategies into the dynamics of 
their modern mobility. These strategies are necessary for economic survival, and they have 
become translated into business and governance practices. Dispersed into a diaspora spanning 
the world, Somalis maintain successful regional trade networks, often based upon kinship 
relations that facilitate access to consumer goods and low prices. A Somali woman that I spoke 
to in Bellville on November 7, 2012 stated, “Even if a Somali has no formal education, they are 
good at survival and this translates to business skills.” Because of trends towards migration, 
Somalis have cultivated strong systems of hospitality that are embedded in family and clan ties. It 
was explained to me that once a Somali migrant arrives in a new place, it is common practice to 
find or call some other Somali contact within the locality either through referral or by going to a 















responsible for referring the newcomer to someone of their same clan who will be responsible to 
provide assistance and hospitality. Cell phones play an important role in this networking process 
and a flurry of phone calls take place until the newcomer has a host. It was noted that the only 
downside to this is that, “Your phones are never going to be quiet because you will get calls at 
night at home about someone coming in” (Huisman et al, 2011:43). Somali migrants are able to 
draw upon social conventions that cultivate networks through hospitality in order to build 
relations and ease into daily life in Bellville.  
The clan system is used to identify relatives and to find support by tracing each other 
back generations through an orally recounted lineage. As Abdikadir explained, it is used for 
“finding out who is who.” He explained further, “It is expected that any Somali can go to 
another and will be hosted for a week or so. But at the end of the day, you have to be a man and 
help yourself.  Since there are so many Somalis now, you can usually find someone of your clan; 
otherwise you just go to any Somali.” The importance of clan in Somali heritage creates a 
situation where individuals immediately experience a degree of belonging as they are welcomed 
by a member of their clan who is considered family. I sought to understand what the difference 
is between the main clan groups. How do these groups express difference or commonality in 
identity? It was explained to me by Abdikadir on September 26, 2012 that,  
“Difference is not expressed in a straight forward way. In the West and in many 
societies, difference is expressed through politics. In Somalia, clan was often used to 
create enemies. When the dictator was removed, the opposition used clans to incite 
difference and to gain power. But differences are less prevalent in South Africa 
because we are out of our own context. There is no way of expressing difference or 
using it – maybe only in the heart.”  
As Nuruddin Farah writes, “The clan is seen as both the evil common denominator and an 
explicator of all actions, good and bad, as well as an indispensible form of social organization” 
(2000:14). However, for the Somali community in Bellville, clan hospitality has led to increased 
“bonding social capital” (Putnam, 1993), a condition necessary for the group to develop 
confidence in its own abilities and dealings with other groups (Steenkamp, 2009:444). 
Bonding social capital, most evident through trust, is critical to business practices in 
Bellville, and is an integral part of public and social life. “It is trust that makes a Somali business 
succeed.” Abdikadir  explained on November 20, 2012 that, “Those who are not trustworthy will 
have their name destroyed – they become street boys with no prospects for further employment. 
Trust drives everything. If someone has not been loyal, everyone will find out about it. You can 
lose a lot without trust.” Somali business owners often conduct background checks before hiring 
new shopkeepers. A trustworthy partner is critical because, “In business you always need 
someone to watch the shop when the owner has to pray or use the toilet. Sometimes we get 
friends to watch over the shop, if they do a good job maybe they will be compensated R200 and 
good rapport is made.” It was further explained that there is a system for “testing” someone that 
is suspected of stealing money from the shop. In this case the owner may leave the employee or 
partner in the shop alone for three months to prove his trust to the business. “He can’t run 
away, because they would know his family, his tribesmen.” In this trial period, one is able to 















the significance of gossip as a form of social control that contributes to belonging (de Vries, 
1995:36). As Merry (1984) suggests, the impact of gossip is greatest when it has the potential of 
producing a community consensus that can be converted into collective actions against the 
individual, such as shaming, ridicule or expulsion. Further, the impact of scandals are greater in 
social settings where the members of the local system are more interdependent for economic aid, 
jobs, political protection and other social support (Merry, 1984:296). Bonding social capital – 
maintained through trust, the preservation of identity and the desire to belong – is therefore 
critical in maintaining social and economic conviviality.        
In addition to “bonding social capital”, in which there exists deep trust and frequent 
interaction between individuals who identify with the group, Somalis in Bellville have also 
created various mechanisms for inclusion that emphasize “bridging social capital” (Putnam 
2003). “Bridging social capital” refers to sufficient trust between the individuals belonging to 
different groups to facilitate cooperation (Steenkamp, 2009:444). Mechanisms that facilitate 
inclusion and cooperation amongst groups include the Somali Association of South Africa, the 
Somali Mosques and informal governance mechanisms facilitated by appointed intermediaries. 
These civil society associations in Bellville collaborate to bridge formal relationships with other 
groups in order to have a platform for negotiation on common issues. They have facilitated a 
“radius of trust” amongst cooperating agents (ibid), thus contributing to conviviality through 
mechanisms of inclusion. The re-building of social networks may be considered as linked to 
shifting identities, particularly related to self-identification – as being, for example, Somali first 
and Muslim second, or aligned with Muslims from other countries. Frank and Stevens (2007) 
argue that public spaces such as the Bellville CBD encourage an exploration of identity. 










The Somali Association of South Africa (SASA) and the Somali Women’s Organization 
play critical roles in leadership and advocacy for the Somali diaspora and migrants in general. 
One leader of the group became a formative member of SASA after being recognized as a leader 
by the community. He explained on September 4, 2012, “They look at how other people carry 















personal qualities that command respect and authority (Huisman et al, 2005:84). At first he shied 
away from leadership. “In a foreign country, you cannot lead the way you want to lead ideally. 
There are some problems that you just cannot resolve for people. The challenges are many – for 
instance much of the community are non-citizens. I am also not a lawyer to be able to fight for 
rights. I am here to be a voice, to help anyone.” Community leaders are often called upon to 
oversee conflicts and to negotiate outcomes with parties. A system of conflict resolution is 
reminiscent of fragmented political leadership in Somali, in which case pockets of social 
hierarchal structures were present to govern (Huisman et al, 2005:84). It was explained that the 
conflicts are usually about business, such as if there is a suspected low turnover due to theft, but 
sometimes they are about other issues. A conflict can take up to several weeks to resolve. It 
involves a recruitment of chosen conflict mediators from the Somali diaspora spanning across 
South Africa to travel to the city or town where the conflict is taking place. In the process of 
negotiation, “You have to make them see eye to eye.” It was explained on November 20, 2012 
that one learns how to do this only through experience, so oftentimes the elders of the 
community are called to assist. In a recent case, elders were invited from Johannesburg to Port 
Elizabeth to assist in negotiating a conflict. It is generally men who are involved in this system, 
but “women have their own system of elders who sort out conflicts.” Public life is dependent 
upon community-based citizenship initiatives such as local governance mechanisms to foster 
community participation and engagement.  
The Somali Women’s Organization is led by a woman who has been in Cape Town for 
eleven years and identified the need to support Somali women in Cape Town. The leader seeks 
to create channels to communicate issues and concerns that have arisen, particularly relating to 
helping Somali women access health services and educational opportunities for children. She 
lamented in our conversation on November 7, 2012, “There are pregnant women, women who 
have had a baby and now have psychological difficulty. Women may go to the hospital and some 
people have allegedly claimed to have been turned away if a nurse doesn’t like foreigners. Then 
the woman goes home with her sick baby and waits for days perhaps.” Furthermore, it has been 
alleged that, “Often schools say to foreigners, ‘no, we are full’ and they turn the mother and child 
away.” These occurrences are by no means evidence of institutionalized discrimination, but are 
merely exceptional situations that Somalis and other migrants have experienced in the past. The 
leader of the organization assists in these situations by intervening to establish a clear system of 
communication on the issues. There are about sixty women who are currently involved in the 
activities of the Somali Women’s Organization. Since many women also work in shops, it is 
difficult to schedule meetings, so the leader often passes by different shops where women are 
based to chat and “hear people’s stories.” The main problem that arises is that “many refugees 
don’t know their rights.” The experience of forced migration significantly alters the social 
environment within which women’s rights are framed, including sexual and reproductive rights, 
leading to the likelihood that they are not claimed (Jinnah, 2012c). The organization is critical to 
encouraging autonomy for Somali women. In doing so, it further influences the negotiation of 
gendered identities within cultural and religious discourses (Jinnah, 2012c). Such channels of 
support engage Somali women to encourage self-development, assimilation and conviviality 















These leadership structures have the potential to contribute to meeting the needs of 
Somali migrants in South Africa. Innovative use of the internet further represents democratic 
forms of engagement that encourage both “bonding” and “bridging” social capital. It was noted 
by a community leader that in 2009, Somalia was one of the leading internet users worldwide. He 
explained, “We mostly use social networks.” Digital technology has supported emerging leaders 
and enhanced entrepreneurial traits, such as their ability to cope with risk and uncertainty, 
creativity in problem solving and collaborative efficiency in the use of community resources 
(Huisman et al, 2005:96). Leaders emphasize bridging social capital, which is inclusive and 
outward-looking in order to build social networks outside of one’s immediate “group”. These 
contemporary leaders differ from traditional Somali leadership, which is structured within a 
council of elders (guudiga). While alternative forms of leadership do not replace traditional 
leadership structures, contemporary leaders do play a critical role in demonstrating the 
adaptability of Somali migrants in Bellville. Leaders are globally minded, professional and fully 
conversant in English (and other South African languages). Nuruddin Farah’s description of a 
“generation (of Somalis) in their late twenties and early thirties, go-getting, ambition-driven men 
and women…prepared to clean up the political mess others had created” (Farah, 2000:37) is 
perhaps fitting. Contemporary community leaders emphasize the importance of working within 
and outside of the direct community to establish trust and to strengthen relationships and 
networks. This approach to working within and outside the community aligns contemporary 
leaders with strategies (such as those regarding social capital suggested by Robert Putnam) that 
are essential for developing a strong civil society (Huisman et al, 2005:94). The Bellville 
Education Centre is one example of the how the Somali Association of South Africa has initiated 
the formulation of relationships within the migrant community – including the non-English 
speaking community of Bellville, as well as with those who wish to improve their English 
language. They have also integrated horizontally with other NGOs in civil society that provide 
education services for refugees in Cape Town. While innovation emerges from informal 
structures, formal structures, such as the Bellville Education Centre, are significant to insuring 
sustainability and growth (Frank and Stevens: 2007).    
 
4.8 Dynamics of Gender in Bellville: Seeking a Woman’s Perspecti ve  
 Many of the women who I interacted with and interviewed in Bellville were South 
African traders and shopkeepers. They are often the “bread winners” of their families and come 
to Bellville because “it is a business place” and they face a lot of competition when selling in 
other parts of town. In one case in Bellville on November 14, 2012, three women were selling 
scarves and kitchen cloths, lappies. They were mobile, without a table or shop, and surrounded 
me, seemingly identifying their new location for selling their products. I asked, “How did you 
decide where to sell?” One woman explained the informal rules of space and place for hawkers 
and traders, citing the difficulty experienced by (primarily) South African women who may have 
little financial backing and are unable to rent a formal space for trade in Bellville. She explained, 
“We are only supposed to sell there by Paint City (next to the taxi rank), but it is very quiet, so 
we come here and move around.” Bellville provides a critical market for otherwise unemployed 
mothers who depend upon the flexibility of space and place that they are able to capitalize on in 
the central business district of Bellville. They are mobile within the locality, undefined by spatial 















capitalize based on their power of authority. These mobile women lead us to consider that 
“different modes of occupying space imply different modalities of sociality and sociability” 
(Ross, 2010:62). Their movements intersect the informal and formal dynamics of territory in 
Bellville. Their relationship to space, and people within space, is fluid and constantly negotiated 
based on notions of sociability and conviviality. 
4.8.1 Somali Women in Bellville 
Since a majority of Bellville’s non-national community is of Somali heritage, I felt that it 
was imperative to endeavour to understand general perspectives of Somali women in Bellville. 
These perspectives are often of the private realm, and underlie the basis of conviviality in the 
public. Women’s perspectives highlighted many dynamics of personal, home and family life that 
are often excluded in a male perspective. Stories from women in Bellville, as most stories from 
migrants, begin in the middle – the story is already underway and continues to unfold with time. 
Several of the young women with whom I spoke arrived in South Africa alone, and have since 
reconnected with distant relatives such as aunts and uncles, though close family members remain 
in places prominent to the Somali diaspora, such as Kenya and Minnesota in the United States. 
Families often become separated due to violence encountered and the perils of forced migration. 
As a result, many women work in shops in Bellville to support themselves and family. One 
woman who came to Cape Town alone explained that she didn’t have any options but to pay 
someone to smuggle her in a truck. She explained during our conversation on November 7, 
2012, “I paid a lot of money, so it was ok – but we didn’t have passports so we had no other 
option.” She travelled via Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia before entering South Africa. 
Somali woman in Bellville are generally of the sentiment that, “Bellville is beautiful. I 
don’t like Cape Town, but I love Bellville.” Bellville provides a sense of security, particularly for 
Somali women who either do not speak proficient English or who are in South Africa on their 
own without a husband. A woman named Idman, dressed in black dress with a bright yellow 
hijab, was selling men’s clothing in a shop in Bellville on November 4, 2012. She is Somali and 
had ten children, but explained to me that three had died and the other seven are still in Somalia. 
She claimed to have come to South Africa “because of Al Shabbab”. It was very unsafe for her 
in Somalia and her husband was killed. She demonstrated this by making a slit motion across her 
throat. Bellville provides opportunities for Idman to maintain a livelihood and to support her 
children. She has less to fear in her daily movements in Bellville, as it has become a place of 
familiarity due to the presence of the migrant, and particularly Somali, social and business 
community. The vast presence of the police – who patrol the streets, pen and notepad in hand, 
alert to the arising insecurities that do emerge in Bellville – also provide a sense of physical 
security for Somali women. Somali women attribute their safety in Bellville to the widespread 
presence of the police, amongst other community development and social networking channels 
that provide relative freedom to pursue livelihoods, particularly for single or widowed women. 
Somali men also believe that Bellville is a safer place for women, because “there is a lot 
of crime in the townships and it is not safe for women and children.” This was a widespread 
opinion that emerged time and time again and without contradiction. It is important to note that, 
in general, men maintain responsibility over women in terms of protection and support (Jinnah, 















but there is no intimacy allowed. Friends and love interests may not be of the same Somali clan 
or national heritage, and conviviality does emerge through friendship and relationships. In terms 
of marriage, a most important rite, it was explained to me on November 20, 2012 that, “Women 
are red meat and men are like hyenas, to avoid the woman being eaten, she must get married!” A 
man may marry outside of Islam, but a woman cannot without giving up her religion, which is 
inherited paternally. This is based on the premise that a man marries a woman and can therefore 
choose who to marry, Muslim or not. Somali men also have the power to divorce, while women 
typically do not. It was highlighted that many Somali men marry outside of their culture and 
religion in South Africa. Such relations represent a most intimate form of conviviality. However, 
the situation is more problematic for Somali women, as these relationships are generally not 
supported by women’s families. Abdikadir provided an example during our meeting on 
November 22, 2012 of a Somali woman and a Chinese man in South Africa who fell in love and 
wanted to get married. When the proposition was presented to the woman’s family, her father 
refused. As a result, the family moved away to prevent any further communication between the 
couple. These factors of intimate life translate into a greater freedom of choice for Somali men in 
South Africa. However, living in a diaspora provides an opportunity to redefine and reinterpret 
nationality and cultural heritage (Jinnah, 2012c) for both men and women. As such, Somali 
women play a critical role in negotiating between various culturally relevant social environments 
to produce new social and economic norms for the diaspora community.   
4.9 Sociality and the Territory of Convivial Space   
Social isolation of migrants in South Africa has propagated a discourse of difference, as 
migrants are approached as belonging to religious or cultural groups with more or less constant 
and clearly discernible features (Sunier, 1995:60). As a result, migrants perceive themselves as 
different because society has internalized an apparent ideal of the nation-state. A discourse of 
difference has led to popular perceptions of migrants as perpetual “newcomers”, as differences in 
culture and religion are identified as having been brought from countries of origin. Seen as never 
quite belonging even if they have lived most of their lives in a host-country, “migrants (or those 
with the wrong race, ethnicity of geography) feel more and more vulnerable to the growing 
popularity of the extreme right and of anti-immigration and racial or ethnic purity politics and the 
policies of various states” (Nyamnjoh, 2006:229). Fear, vulnerability and the imperative to 
maintain personal safety are the factors underlying the reclamation of space by migrants in 
Bellville’s central business district.   
Migrants in Cape Town, including refugees, are often rejected by locals, accused of 
compounding problems of joblessness and demand for scarce resources within the city. As a 
result of the combination of a refugee policy that promotes “integration” into local society and 
widespread institutionalized discrimination, migrants have managed nonetheless to forge multi-
stranded social and economic relations that link together their countries of origin, countries of 
asylum, and countries where family and networks reside (Campbell, 2006:125). As a result of 
relative independence, facilitated by strong social capital and networking, Bellville has become a 
commercial center for migrants involved in the informal economy, selling consumer goods galore 
and offering a majority of services imaginable at the cheapest price in all of Cape Town. 















formal and informal economy. Immigrant entrepreneurs have reconstructed the built 
environment, transforming what was once an area of general disinterest into a thriving hub for 
informal trade that serves the best interests of local South Africans and migrants (Murray and 
Myers, 2006:121). With the best prices in town, South African consumers and merchants are 
increasingly dependent upon the low cost goods and services provided largely by urban migrants.  
Several different perspectives have emerged on why Bellville is a zone of migration - a 
destination for immigrants, migrants from within South Africa and commuters within Cape 
Town. These anecdotes demonstrate how meaning becomes attached to place. It is not the space 
of Bellville that necessarily draws people towards it, but it is the place – the meaning ascribed to 
that space by lived history, shared understandings and a de-territorialized sense of home. As 
Gupta and Ferguson write, “The irony of these times is that as actual places and localities 
become ever more blurred and indeterminate, ideas of culturally and ethnically distinct places 
become perhaps even more salient. It is here that it becomes most visible how imagined 
communities come to be attached to imagined places, as displaced peoples cluster around 
remembered or imagined homelands, places, or communities in a world that seems increasingly 
to deny such firm territorialized anchors in their actuality” (2001:39). Further, in the “pulverized” 
space of postmodernity, space has become “re-territorialized in a way that does not conform to 
the experience of space that characterized the era of high modernity” (Gupta and Ferguson, 
2001:37). The re-territorialization of space enables us to re-conceptualize the politics of 
community, solidarity, identity and cultural difference (ibid). While global cities may be prone to 
volatility, at the same time they also appear to generate often surprising new solidarities, new 
collective visions and new ideas about friendship and conviviality (Van der Veer, 2009). Diverse 
urban localities such as Bellville’s central business district are representative spaces where 

















5. The Boundaries of Citizenship 
This chapter interrogates how contemporary notions of citizenship in South Africa 
influence the meaning of place in Bellville. As a place characterized by accommodation and safety 
for migrants - as opposed to exclusion and social disintegration for migrants – Bellville represents 
a place for the interrogation of citizenship. Conceptualized as a game of ever diminishing circles 
of inclusion, belonging may be performed in a space of a myriad of interconnecting local and 
global encounters such as Bellville. This chapter further situates Bellville, as a place of mobilities, 
in the context of generalized trends towards xenophobic violence in South Africa. It explores 
how conviviality emerges there out of shared understandings of citizenship and belonging. 
Notions of citizenship and belonging are central to the modus operandi, psyche and survival of 
migrants and elicit meaning about the role of place in Bellville. I question how notions of 
citizenship in Bellville are influenced by a habitus of mobility of its residents and of those they 
encounter. To what extent does habitus contribute to the emergence of conviviality?  
 
5.1 Opening Markets and Closing Doors 
Notions of citizenship and of belonging to the nation-state are particularly significant 
factors influencing the degree to which conviviality emerges in Bellville. This is particularly so 
because of a history and manifestation of xenophobic violence in post-Apartheid South Africa. 
Political commitments of the South African state to determine who really belongs and who does 
not conjures a sentiment of suspicion that is often manifested through xenophobic attitudes and 
assaults aimed towards migrants. Opportunist attitudes towards non-nationals reflect societal 
perceptions of entitlement for citizens over non-citizens, and become “rationalized” because they 
are often committed by those in power. It was noted by Abdikadir on September 4, 2012 that, 
“There is a lot of xenophobia, but it is especially directed towards Somalis because we are 
developing this country. We are changing things, creating our own futures. In this situation, there 
will always be opposition.” Xenophobic tendencies feed into the “consciousness of the city” 
(Lefebvre, 1996:80) and are clearly an outcome of a narrowly defined nation-state based 
citizenship (Nyamnjoh, 2006:40). With trends towards xenophobia and other perilous outcomes 
emerging, it becomes necessary to reconsider the very notion of citizenship based upon the 
foundation of the nation-state, for its suitability to a world of mobility is fast becoming futile.  
 
Many migrants moved to Bellville in search of security in the aftermath of xenophobic 
attacks. As Mohamed, head of the Somali Association of South Africa noted on March 1, 2013, 
“Many of us first moved to Bellville in 2006. In fact, this was when the xenophobic violence 
started, in Masiphumelele near Fish Hoek. We were targets so we had to leave.” A report 
produced by the South African Human Rights Commission investigated the reasons for the 
eruption of public violence against non-nationals in South Africa two years later. In 2008, citizens 
murdered more than 60 people, raped dozens, wounded close to 700 and displaced more than 
100,000, leading to a crisis of xenophobia in South Africa (Laudau, 2011:1). The report predicts 
that such targeted violence erupted due to several factors including: impunity and failure to 
maintain rule of law; competition for livelihoods and community resources; stereotypes about 















South Africa’s immigration regime. Critically, the nature and reactions of grassroots leadership 
structures – their reactions to diversity coupled with imploding frustrations about inadequate 
service delivery and poor living conditions in informal settlements – may have been a tipping 
point leading to defects in the rule of law (SAHRC, 2010:22). The politics of exclusion at many 
levels of government and society coupled with increasingly challenged notions of citizenship, 
belonging and access to state resources has led to systemic discrimination against non-nationals 
and “outsiders”, particularly in communities of diversity. This has challenged the foundation of 
democracy in South Africa.  
 
A failure to maintain economic conviviality has fuelled hostility toward migrants, as local 
shopkeepers – supported by local leaders – have retaliated due increased competition in the 
market, which is perceived as intrusion. Bloggers reacted on Facebook in response to a television 
program about non-national shopkeepers,2 noting that: “The ppl grab everything 4rm us like job n 
business thy mus go back home n create their job opportunity we unemployed becos of thm!” Another noted 
that, “To tell de truth we as citizen, we are given a raw deal cause once u try and start ur small business there 
will be bylaws dat try and limit u but wen foreigners open business nothing is done to limit them. We are only told 
dat they are wat-wat seekers.” A further complaint was that, “Spazas don’t even pay tax, so what do they 
bring for us?” A Somali man in Bellville analyzed the situation as such on September 26, 2012,  
“Why do people hold it in their hearts that they are still at war? There is a deep 
hatred, perhaps resting on the unsettled past and working into the unforeseen 
future. Is there hope in the future? Or is violence a response to a broken 
allegiance with hope, a raw and unforgiving truth that there is and will be 
competition for money, for shops, for the country. It is an attitude of look at 
what my country has done for you….And what about me?”   
Increasing social polarization has led to the formation of relatively autonomous sub and 
peri-urban communities across Cape Town. New urban spatial arrangements grow out of 
interpersonal networks and “embryotic” forms of self-organization have emerged as a symbolic 
form of resistance to a political economy that often excludes both foreign and local migrants 
(Campbell, 2006:133). However, “cultural identities and assertion of difference do not necessarily 
result in urban conflict” (Myers and Murray, 2006:11). In fact, conviviality often emerges from 
the search for autonomy, as demonstrated in Bellville. This upsurge emerges through varying 
trajectories in everyday life. In the context of Bellville, migrant-owned businesses provide work 
and income generating opportunities for South African job seekers, as well as low prices for local 
consumers, creating convivial relations. As a South African client reaffirmed on October 18, 
2012, “These people give very good service, they are not ruled by their pride. You knock at their 
door at any time and are sure to get help. Most other shops you feel unwelcomed even with your 
money.” The dynamics of economic conviviality in Bellville run across the grain from national 
trends towards exclusion, as demonstrated by the alienation and aggression towards migrant 
shop owners in surrounding townships. Bellville is a place where conviviality emerges contrary to 
current citizenship trends, because people’s relationships to citizenship have been tried and 
                                                          
2
 "Trouble in Spaza" was aired by the local South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) on SABC 1 at 9:30p.m 
















tested through migration and negotiations with the self on identity. “Where do I belong?” “What 
is my commitment to my country when it no longer serves me?” Where do my allegiances lie 
when home is no longer my place of birth or where I grew up, but where my family is?” Such 
questions of identity that emerge in the context of transnational migration have perhaps led 
many in Bellville to agree that, “Home is where I feel safe.” I argue that this notion of safety – as 
an indicator of why Bellville has become home for a diversity of residents – leads to new 
approaches in conceptualizing belonging.  
The sentiment of belonging in Bellville rests on a foundation of collectivity within 
individuality. Collectivity may be motivated by personal insecurity and communal desires for 
safety, perhaps generated by the uncertainties associated with mobility. The primordial desire for 
safety manifests itself because of the very nature of mobility that migrants in South Africa face. 
In a place where the national reserve patrol commuter trains (Tyger Burger, 2012) and migrants 
claim, “you must ride in first class, or they may beat you up and throw you out the window”, it is 
clear that daily mobility poses the potential for violence and intimidation. Drawing on Bourdieu’s 
claim that, “The singular habitus of members…are united in a relationship of homology, that is, 
of diversity within homogeneity reflecting the diversity within homogeneity characteristic of their 
social conditions of production” (Bourdieu. 1990:60) – a case may be made for a “collective” 
habitus. Safety emerges out of the diverse similarities (the homology) of people’s predicaments 
and negotiations with public insecurities. The emergence of safety in Bellville reflects the agency 
of individuals in reacting to collective concerns. Widespread concerns about safety generate a 
habitus of accommodation and hospitality that is manifested by the embodiment of collective 
social norms, understandings and patterns of urban public behavior. This, perhaps, shed lights as 
to why migrants overwhelmingly describe Bellville as “safe”. The notion of “collective” habitus in 
Bellville would likely be informed by common understandings of uprooted, transitory life and 
the insecurities endured. Safety in Bellville is, therefore, fostered by the experience of up-
rootedness. It is fostered by the experience of having roots while uprooted, of creating new roots 
that extend the social boundaries of habitus to create not only a new self-position in “the game”, 
but a new field for safer encounters that is Bellville (Bourdieu, 1994). Safety emerges when the 
collective interest in maintaining security outweighs underlying tendencies towards insecurity.  
 
5.2 Liminal Urbanity and the Challenges of “Belonging”  
The rapidly increasing mobility of people nationally and transnationally has generated a 
powerful renaissance of the rhetoric of “belonging.” Rooted in local politics, claims to belonging 
– and therefore to special rights to resources and freedoms – are not new, but have emerged 
with force in the latter part of the twentieth century. The importance of a localized (rooted) 
identity in the cosmopolitan age of urban migration creates a liminal space of the city, and 
Bellville is a place that is forever seen as one of temporary roots. Clifford’s (1997) suggestion of 
“dwelling-in-travel” or “travelling-in-dwelling” describes the liminal zone of Bellville. For many, 
Bellville is a home away from home. It is a place that is characterized by temporary heritage, a 
chapter of one’s life that concludes far from the city – either in a place called home or, for many, 
reunited with family regardless of locality. Many South African migrants in Bellville aspire to 
return to home villages such as in the Eastern Cape. Many Somalis in Bellville speak of their 















state of Minnesota in the United States (Huisman et al, 2011). However, the importance of the 
village, the town or the city from which one’s family hails remains critical to enhancing networks 
and associations, as well as identity politics in Bellville. While being “uprooted”, or mobile, 
propagates a greater inclusivity of belonging in Bellville, the importance of maintaining “roots” 
simultaneously creates circles of inclusion and exclusion.  
 
This trend plays a critical role in Bellville, for the politics of belonging often negatively 
perpetuate the differences that arise from diversity, rather than celebrating the commonalities 
that arise through shared experiences in negotiating cosmopolitan space. The politics of 
belonging thus becomes embroiled in tensions that are often steeped in a politically charged 
history of shared memories of “us” and “them”. Ethiopians and Somalis in Bellville, for 
example, continue to speak of their differences due to the 1977 war between those two countries 
– leading a majority of Ethiopians to settle in Johannesburg and a majority of Somalis in Cape 
Town. Exclusive claims of indigenity, belonging and citizenship are often dependent on 
“historical amnesia” (Nyamnjoh, 2006:80), and continue to represent challenges of belonging. 
Mobilities, and the emerging discourses of belonging that emerge concomitantly, lead us to 
consider how distinctions between home and travel may be reconceived. Mobilities in Bellville 
suggest that “home” is no longer the ground from which traveling departs and to which it 
returns. The idea of “home” may be broader than locality, extending to encompass ancestry, 
networks and the mobilities of modern families.  
 
5.3 Autochthony as “Authentic” Belonging  
Despite increasing mobility within South Africa, the equally increasing significance of the 
local has led to increasing claims of autochthony, as societies seek to establish an irrefutable, 
primordial right to belong (Geschiere, 2009). Autochthony refers to the idea of “being born 
from the soil” – it is a deeply rooted concept representing the idea of “authentic” belonging. It is 
relational, reflecting bold statements of power that engender inequalities and politically charged 
attempts to exclude “outsiders”. Autochthony manifests itself through socially tenuous and 
isolated positioning of migrants in South African cities. While Somali traders in Cape Town 
contribute to local economies – not only financially, but also by providing employment and 
entrepreneurial skills development to local populations – they face daily insecurity as their 
informal trading businesses (spaza shops) are targeted by competing South African traders. 
Criminal attacks on Somali shopkeepers are rampant, as they face the threat of opportunistic 
robberies, looting, orchestrated arson attacks and murders (Amit and Gastrow, 2012). Attacks 
are generally perceived by shopkeepers as imminent, and as a result, daily life is characterized by 
intimidation and fear. As Abdikadir, a liaison from the Somali Association of South Africa, noted 
on September 26, 2012, “This is not just robbery, this is hatred. Robbery is a matter of material 
possession, of ambush and theft. To shoot someone once you have all that you need from them, 
everything from their pockets but their life – this is hatred.” Attacks against Somali shopkeepers 
that have left many killed, wounded or permanently disabled are but one example of violent 
exclusion.  
Violence against foreigners is but one arm of the drive for autochthony, and 















place as a trend throughout South African cities. However, perceived “strangers” in South 
African cities are not exclusively migrants from other countries. Claims for belonging are often 
made within the framework of the nation, and are based on religion, ethnicity, clan, or language. 
Jonathan Klaaren notes that in the xenophobic violence of May 2008, one third of the victims 
were South African nationals, attacked because of their residential status (Klaaren, 2011:140).    
Migrants in Bellville who travel to urban spaces for permanent, seasonal or informal employment 
and livelihood opportunities are also often the target of the politics of belonging. Urban space, a 
melting pot of people from different backgrounds, is often not considered to be “home” for 
foreign or local migrants, such as Sipho from the Eastern Cape who was searching for work in 
Bellville, or Patrick from Gauteng who works as a car patroller there. Migrants from within 
borders often maintain connections with home towns or villages in order to maintain an identity 
that is rooted to kinship history. This notion of identity is also deeply rooted in locality and 
place. It is related to the “necessity” of having a place of “origin”.  
Though not always associated with autochthony, regionalized hierarchies emerge through 
identity politics related to ethnicity, religion and political power. This presented itself in Bellville 
when speaking to Patrick, a car patrol guard working on Durban Road who is originally from 
Gauteng. His anxiety of the taxi rank in Bellville described in Section 4.6, and his descriptions of 
the animosity and crime that he faces are evidence of such identity politics at play. Autochthony 
emerges in such instances based upon long-standing tensions related to imagined hierarchies 
amongst communities of different “roots”. This leads us to question why and when identities in 
Bellville become, to use Arjun Appadurai’s (2006) term, “predatory”. Under what circumstances 
do certain notions of identity begin to refuse pluralist co-habitus with other identities? While I 
have attempted to address this question in terms of the dynamics of space, place and 
territorialization in Bellville, it will need to be further addressed based on a critical overarching 
question for consideration: What are the conditions that make certain locations prone to violent 
intolerances (Landau, 2011a:103), despite pockets of conviviality?    
Autochthony has powerful emotional appeal as it is intimately linked to perceptions of 
individual and group identity. It renders identity fixed when it is actually always emerging. 
Bellville, on the other hand, demonstrates a metaphor for the fluid and interconnectedness of 
identity that emerges there to foster conviviality through habitus of accommodation (as opposed 
to resistance). This can be analyzed through the different forms of music that are played in 
public areas throughout Bellville. Different business ventures boast a melange of musical tastes, 
as loud speakers individual to each shop project their daily rhythms. Music is played within the 
shops and is almost always audible from outside when passing by. While strolling down the 
street, one hears music from each shop in passing which fuse together – sometimes creating a 
musical conviviality and other times, cacophony. One may hear Somali music, South African 
national radio, electronic club music, women singing on the streets about a store’s sale, and a 
diversity of sounds from circus music to Celine Dion’s serenading prayers. In passing by, one 
takes what they please from each of these places, perhaps lingering at one to shop around if the 
music is particularly pleasing to the ear. Music in Bellville provides a metaphor for the idea that 
identity is circumstantial, spontaneous, even surprising at times. Conviviality emerges from such 
fluid approaches to identity. When the metaphor is posed towards approaches to national 















imagine the hegemony of music that would fill our ears. A pity when there are many songs eager 
to be heard. 
 


















Music in Bellville provides a metaphor for the idea that identity is circumstantial, spontaneous, even surprising 
at times. Conviviality emerges from such fluid approaches to identity 
At Fashion City, a clothing store, there is a group of women standing around the sales baskets 
singing and chanting, rejoicing and celebrating loudly about a sale. Different women perform 
this in groups there daily. From one side I hear a South African radio comedy show being 
played. Another area has techno music, another plays Somali tunes. There is a giant 
loudspeaker outside of Rasco’s, a local chicken eatery. It is a prominent landmark, bright red in 
color, and was recommended to me as “the best place to eat.” There is a man balancing his 
arm on the enormous speaker, claiming authority to the music that emanates throughout the 
entire area. He has a microphone in his hands and calls out to people passing by. “Where are 
you going, what do you need?” He asks me enthusiastically. The music man begins serenading 
the crowd with a blasting duet sung by Celine Dion and Andrea Bocelli, the English and 
Italian lyrics of this song, The Prayer, are ironically suitable to Bellville. “Lead us to a place. Guide 
us with your grace. To a place where we'll be safe.” Such a diversity of music is spontaneous, out of 
place and surprising at times. Nevertheless, it is also tolerated by those who may not desire to 
hear it. The diversity of music is not resisted by complaints or allegations. In Bellville music is 
simply a true expression of individuality. It is a reflection of fluid identities in a global world. 





































5.4  The “Imagined Entity”  
The nation state may be seen as an “imagined entity” (Harvey, 1996:53) whose fate is, 
and has always been, in the hands of immigrants and diaspora communities. With this in mind, it 
may be said that the future of democracy in South Africa is particularly dependent on migrants’ 
negotiations with the state, often facilitated by NGOs and local activists. The closure of critically 
located Home Affairs refugee reception centers in Cape Town – where refugees go to apply and 
renew immigration permits – is an example of South Africa’s legal and administrative non-
compliance to support refugees – an anomaly in its democratic discourse. This was discussed in 















role of the state in South Africa. Local NGOs have taken legal action against the state in the 
closure of the reception center. Their activism on behalf of migrants in South Africa is 
paramount to civil society’s negotiation with the state – and particularly in places such as Bellville 
where local governance and self-integration have proved the resilience and determination of 
migrants to succeed despite hardship. Relative autonomy in Bellville represents the possibility of 
promoting a more cosmopolitan democracy, one in which the current manifestation of ideas 
surrounding “the nation” themselves become history.       
International migrants in Bellville lead us to consider the notion of “postmodern 
geographies”, which require “a daily reinvention of new pathways for living” (Nyamnjoh, 
2006:81), such as through transnationally connected systems – Hawala, for instance – and clan 
based support amongst Somalis in Bellville. In doing so, new cartographies are imagined that 
inspire modern notions of citizenship and design our collective urban futures. Addressing 
increasing barriers to migration in an ever-more mobile world rests on a conceptualization of the 
idea of “flexible citizenship” (Nyamnjoh, 2006:81). Flexible citizenship would be, as Francis 
Nyamnjoh writes, “Unbounded by the mirage of the ‘nation-state’ and its expectations of an 
impossible congruence between culture, race and polity” (ibid). The emergence of mobility in 
Bellville provides a framework for imagining an embodiment of citizenship that is informed less 
by rigid geographies than by histories of relationships, interconnectedness, networks and 
conviviality. Flexible citizenship may take into account that migrants such as Aayan belong to 
numerous places. In a world of increasing mobility, nationality is truly a network of allegiances. 
For Aayan, these networks expand from Ethiopia, the homeland of her father; to Somali, the 
homeland of her mother and husband; to Kenya, where she grew up and left from recently; to 
various localities in America and Europe, where her extended family now live; and to South 
Africa, where she now lives with her husband and hopes to raise children. Alternative responses 
to the notion of citizenship are critical, as the world has become characterized by many 
“citizens” who exercise notions of citizenship in several countries. Imagining a more flexible 
citizenship regime allows us to make room for the possibilities of multiculturalism and 
cosmopolitan citizenship, characterized by global identities, in localities such as Bellville.  
 









Given a lack of commitment to locality and nation, individuals may grow towards a transnational identity, in 
which civic duties are maintained along networks which transect localities 
William is from Zimbabwe, though his military duties led him to Angola, Rwanda and the 
DRC as a peacekeeper with the African Union, a mission described as “like putting petrol on 
fire.” He left the military and started teaching high school math in Zimbabwe. A lack of 
opportunity, let alone an invisible salary for his work – prompted his move to South Africa. 
He now volunteers as an English teacher at the recently opened Bellville Education Centre, a 
school sponsored by the Somali Association of South Africa for the promotion of English 
language learning in Bellville. His broad travel experience, passion for teaching and many 















Citizenship’s commitment to the nation state has led to an “urban problematic” (Lefebvre, 
1996) of belonging. This has perpetuated a discourse of “insiders” and “outsiders.” Oftentimes 
isolated from the rights and privileges of society, “outsiders” have mediated social barriers in 
fluid and dynamic ways to produce identities that run across culture, language, city and national 
context. Given a lack of commitment to locality and nation, individuals such as William (see 
Vignette 6 above) may grow towards a transnational identity, in which notions of citizenship are 
not confined to nation state borders and civic duties are maintained along networks – such as 
networks of adult education that lead to Bellville – which transect localities. Appadurai argues 
that while individuals often identify with transnational cartographies, appeals of citizenship do 
necessarily attach them to territorial states (Appadurai, 2003:346). This is reflective of the 
suggestion that: 
“The ever surging communities of immigrants and diasporas globally mean that the 
‘nation-state’ would have to reckon with a growing number of people who want not 
only the security and opportunities available in their countries of settlement, but also 
a continuing relationship with their country of origin and co-ethnic members 
(cultural kin) in other countries” (Nyamnjoh, 2006:81).  
The contemporary era of mobility has profound implications for growing networks of relations 
that are maintained across sovereign borders. While the discourse of globalization has long since 
initiated dialogue about global interconnectivity and interdependency from an economic sense, 
this discourse is yet to flourish in the contexts of citizenship and belonging. Trends towards 
migration are shifting modern notions of citizenship, leading to a test of the “salience of 
identity” (Delanty: 2000:35) of the South African state, of Bellville’s residents and of individuals 
linked to both.  
 
5.6 The Convergence of Conviviality and Cosmopolitanism  
An analytical focus on conviviality in the everyday narrative of “insiders” and “outsiders” 
reflects upon the “salience of identity”. It provides a contextual example of how society may 
organically conceive or inhibit cosmopolitan ideals of, in Immanuel Kant’s term, the “right to 
hospitality” (Delanty, 2000:56). Such cosmopolitan ideals are represented by post-national forms 
of inclusion and the enhanced interconnectivity of cultures (Delanty, 2000:53), both of which are 
supported by community governance initiatives such as the Bellville Education Centre. The 
concept of cosmopolitanism is premised upon the assumption of what Lefebvre terms the 
“homo urbanicus”, implying that, “City dwellers are atomised individuals with segmented 
personalities; that urban life recognizes the universal human by erasing differences; and that the 
city offers inclusive citizenship and the right to urban life” (Lefebvre, 1996:97, 158; Jayaram, 
2009). The point to be emphasized here is that community and cosmopolitanism are “polar 
tendencies” of the city, with the former implying an articulation of identity and collectivity and 
the latter implying an articulation of multiple identities and universal individualism (Jayaram, 
2009). However, the due task of cosmopolitanism is to reconcile globalization and community 
(Delanty, 2000:140). In order to mediate the two, it is necessary to emphasize that communities 
may become constituted and are not necessarily natural formations. The Bellville Education 
Centre, for instance, provides a site for inclusivity that is driven by convivial gestures of Somalis 















development of community in Bellville, as it emerges through moments of (often spontaneous) 
inclusivity that may mature to represent cosmopolitan ideals (Frank and Stevens, 2007). 
Conviviality in Bellville and its emergence in local forms further demonstrate the malleability 
of the boundaries of citizenship as well as the potential for “flexible citizenship” – a reading of 
citizenship whose relationship with the nation state is open-ended, cosmopolitan, and truly 
modern. By way of example, post-national citizenship commitments may be based on 
transcontinental “alliances and compromises” (Lefebvre, 1996). They may be based on T.H 
Marshall’s idea that, citizenship is less a set of civic ties between the state and individual than a 
“bundle of rights” (Delanty: 2000:14) that link the individual to the state. A vibrant civil society – 
formed out of a deep fusion of the political and the ethical (Arendt, 1958:23) and of new 
possibilities for participation and rights beyond the state – may be the first steps to initiating a 
more “stateless society” (Delanty, 2000:60). As Delanty argues, a transformation in democracy 
will need to take place for cosmopolitan political and social transformation to take root. While 
democracy was based on social integration; the roles of civil society, self-determination and the 
rule of law are now critical to encouraging multicultural pluralism and post-national identities. 
 
5.7 Capturing New Cartographies  
Analysis of the outbreak of xenophobic violence leads us to consider that the marriage 
between citizenship and nationality is breaking down. As Gerard Delanty suggests, there is no 
longer a perfect balance between nationality – inferring membership of a political state 
community – and citizenship – as membership of a political civil society community (Delanty 
2000:19). It is in this context that it has become necessary to question new possibilities for 
citizenship, participation and rights both within and beyond state sovereignty, as well as the 
significance of increasing leadership and governance capacities of civil society in the absence of 
efficient and effective state government. Bellville provides examples of how citizenship may take 
new forms. 
Given the tremendous degree to which borders and nations of the world today become 
unsettled, responses to global mobility and associated social changes must be cultivated through 
“flexibility”. This concept expands on the notion that sincere conviviality in cosmopolitan space 
may emerge through de-territorialized modes of belonging. While citizenship is most commonly 
regarded as a territorially bounded concept, post-colonial citizenships are de-territorialized, 
maintained through travel, labor migration, forced upheaval, and multifarious residential patterns 
that traverse boundaries (McKinley, 2009:56; Piot, 1999). A dilemma within the politics of 
belonging is taking place globally, fuelled by a redefinition of inclusion and civic duty in the 
context of a disintegrating relationship between nationality and territorially fixed identities. 
Imbibed in chaos, this dilemma has, in many cases, led to a retreat back into the local that is 
represented by the drive to autochthony and is realized by the paradoxical outcome of human in-
hospitability in a time of increasingly global economic conviviality. It is critical to conclude that, 
“A territorially bounded idea of citizenship in a world of flexible mobility can only result in 
policies and practices of confrontation that deny individuals and communities their realty as 















behalf of the nation-state through policies that encourage a network-based concept of citizenship 















6. A Destination Reached? 
There were, admittedly, countless directions that this study could have taken. As such, 
this thesis is reflective of my own personal perspective and experiences that emerged as I delved 
into this diverse and spatially-determined project. Many paths proved futile and others deviated 
from my expectations as I attempted to navigate my way through such a broad and 
encompassing study. In conceptualizing my thesis – of how conviviality emerges in the Bellville 
central business district, a global nexus for diverse populations and culture – I first had to define 
my own understanding of conviviality. A study of conviviality is not only relevant, but necessary, 
given the general focus of academia on the emergence of nativist sentiments – on violence and 
hostilities that emerge over social and political difference. A study of conviviality, on the other 
hand, requires a sense of optimism and subjectivity. However, there is a risk of being overly 
pollyannish in “finding” conviviality – avoiding the negative may imply that there is only 
positive, whereas conviviality is a fine balance between the negative and the positive. My 
assurance for “finding conviviality” was soon subdued, as I realized that studying conviviality 
also meant understanding why in some contexts conviviality doesn’t manifest itself. In this study 
I have attempted to demonstrate that while Bellville does present opportunities for social 
cohesion and conviviality in diversity, it is also a liminal zone, created by people whose desire in 
the face of life threatening risks is to be “anywhere but here”. Bellville is a transitory zone where 
hardships are often mitigated and safety is maintained. At the same time, it is a place where 
personal and collective social and political histories of migration are reminders of the violence 
and social exclusion that are daily realities for many migrants in Cape Town.     
I threw myself into the void, initially allowing the realities of daily life to write the story 
that would become this thesis. Indeed, storytelling was an essential element in the collection of 
experiences, often through anecdotal experiences that helped reveal the social fabric and cultural 
background that produce conviviality. I observed my experience of space as I perceived it, and 
developed relationships as a participant observer, thriving off of daily life and its performances 
of personhood that we call culture. I realized the value of participant observation as a research 
method, for, as a stranger in Bellville, my senses became my method of assimilation. I observed 
my own negotiations with space through my role as a participant in it. I also relied on my own 
senses of space and place, and how they encouraged or discouraged the feeling of belonging in 
Bellville. As I socialized into the Bellville CBD – through convivial gestures of people such as 
Charles who showed me around and made sure I always had a point of contact during visits – I 
experienced the spatial temporality of conviviality. I experienced and observed conviviality in the 
context of space and place and the meanings ascribed to defined territories within locality. Space 
and place, therefore, became core to my conceptual framework and understanding of 
conviviality, as is demonstrated in this thesis. Further, I have attempted to demonstrate how the 
intricacies of conviviality in Bellville may be represented through a tier of intertwined themes. 
These themes – including the micro-sociology of Bellville; the role of the state, of institutions 
and of the political economy; and Bellville from a global perspective – emerge throughout to 















This ethnography aims to portray not only elements of “thick description”, but a 
conceptualization and a narration of the experience of migration (particularly for refugees) in 
South Africa. It demonstrates how encounters with the state confound the meaning of 
citizenship and how conviviality emerges from networks of social cooperation, despite grander 
narratives of social exclusion. As an ethnographic study of place, this thesis seeks to connect 
observations of space and place in Bellville to the context of a collective memory of violence 
against foreigners and South African migrants. The expansion and diversification of Bellville has 
generated new social relationships formed out of emerging mobilities. Negotiations over space, 
place, citizenship and belonging are reflective in physical space, and conviviality is shaped by 
unique spatial settings and urban forms in Bellville. Social space becomes embedded in physical 
place when efforts to achieve accommodation, tolerance and safety in Bellville are supported by 
social and physical negotiations over space. Public space plays a prominent role in mediating 
social and cultural differences. As such, the Bellville CBD demonstrates a highly diverse urban 
context representative of patterns of conviviality. Bellville CBD is representative of the myriad of 
ways that urban public space may be instrumental in improving everyday lives. This is of 
particular significance to Cape Town, a city where a discourse of conflicting interests is 
frequently employed, and appropriation and use of public space is often contested by groups 
who want to assert their right to its use.      
As a diverse urban public locality, Bellville exhibits a general sense of sociability, cooperation 
and entrepreneurial energy – such dynamics of the everyday encourage a greater degree of 
conviviality, though conviviality is not always emergent. In this thesis, I argue that conviviality 
emerges as a result of various interdependent ventures and negotiations of space and place that 
are often crafted out of mutual need. Chapter 4 – the ethnographic heart of the thesis – has 
sought to demonstrate how despite the continued narrative of “us and “them” in Bellville, 
conviviality emerges out of a negotiation of the destructive and a preference towards the 
constructive – out of the mutual benefits that arise from innovatively sidestepping away from 
tensions broiled in rhetoric of the “outsider”. The potential for insecurity is either overcome or 
avoided by maintaining group identity and by engaging as intimate strangers, convivial to an 
extent that trust may reach. Conviviality emerges through collaborations between migrants and 
locals in economic ventures that lead to greater mutuality of interests; through transnational 
networks that are critically supported by ICTs; and through informal social rules that 
demonstrate places of interest and dis-interest in the context of mobilites within Bellville.  
The Bellville central business district demonstrates the realities of interconnected local and 
global hierarchies of citizenship and belonging and how they emerge in a world of accelerated 
mobility. I argue that those who move – or are forced to move – may position themselves in 
relation to others with similar concerns, such as safety and protection. A common understanding 
of uprooted and transitory life, as expressed through habitus, therefore, unites a diversity of 
individuals around concerns for safety. Safety emerges when collective interests in maintaining 
security outweigh underlying tendencies towards insecurity. It is in this unique context that 
sentiments of belonging are negotiated amongst diverse citizens, whose accommodating of 
others is flexible to the extent that their own needs are secured too. Conviviality emerges 
through fluid identities that are formed by trends towards accommodation and hospitality; 
















A study of conviviality and how it emerges in a diverse urban locality such as the Bellville 
CBD is of great theoretical relevance, as academics and policy makers attempt to understand 
global trends of urban migration and an ever increasing globalization of world trade. The 
dichotomy between the pace of economic and digital interconnectedness of global populations is 
contrasted with the slower pace of coming to terms with the physical movement of people in 
place and geographic space. There is a lag between realities on the ground and legal and 
theoretical frameworks for belonging. This study of Bellville hopefully sheds some light on how 
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